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This thesis explores the nature of the ego, drawing upon Christian and secular 
conceptions, in order to determine whether it is something to be affirmed or 
denied.  Contemporary perspectives which either overvalue the individual self, or 
retort by refuting it, are questioned in the light of psychology, spirituality and 
Christian doctrine.  I have been vexed by the existence of two seemingly opposing 
views within Christian popular culture. Those who look to the mystical tradition, 
the Spirituality of the Desert, claim that self-denial is the path to spiritual 
enlightenment and discovery of the true self; the ego is a false self. By contrast, the 
world of psychology endorses the merits of a healthy ego.  Accordingly, psychology 
has made a significant contribution to pastoral theology and the life of church 
communities, especially in relation to personality dynamics.  I seek to overcome 
this dichotomy through a broadening of our understanding of the self and adoption 
of the notion of personhood arising from a theological anthropology, which 
includes a relational understanding of imago Dei,  Christological kenosis and the 
social doctrine of the Trinity. Findings are related to the paradoxical demand of 
Christian discipleship, encapsulated by Jesus’ teaching that his followers must lose 
themselves in order to be save themselves. The thesis concludes with a more 
practical turn, applying the insights of the earlier psychology and spirituality 
chapters, to assess tools for daily life for enhancing emotional and spiritual 
intelligence, which are taken as interdependent. The goal is for the ego to become 
servant, not master. The overall approach is a theoretical interdisciplinary one, 
drawing on the perspectives of philosophy, sociology, psychology, spirituality and 
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Chapter 1: Introduction   
Our Contemporary Context 
 
If any want to become my followers, let them deny themselves and take up their 
cross and follow me. For those who want to save their life will lose it, and those 




Jesus articulates the paradox at the heart of Christian discipleship: self-preservation 
entails letting go of self. To gain is to lose and to lose is to gain. This is seriously at 
odds with twenty-first century Western culture, where the word “self” is more typically 
yoked with “indulge”, “find”, “be”, “belief” and “assert”, than with “denial”, 
“discipline”, “control” or “sacrifice”. Expressive individualism is the order of the day. 
In my experience of taking funerals as a parish priest, Frank Sinatra’s I did it my way is 
a popular music request. The departed is applauded for living his or her life fully as s/he 
chose. We live in a climate where people are constantly seeking attention. Considerable 
hours are spent in the domains of Facebook, Instagram and Snapchat, perpetually 
posting self images for accumulated followers. Lives are exposed for all to see. The un-
viewed life is not worth living. In many walks of life, the bigger the ego the better. The 
grasping ego is epitomised by the Trump phenomenon. After winning his third primary, 
Donald Trump declared: “Now we are going to be greedy for the United States. We are 
going to grab and grab and grab.” This tactic won him a place at the White House as the 
forty-fifth president of America.  
  
Whilst Christians are called to be counter cultural, not conformed to this world (Romans 
12:2), it is debatable whether ego-denial is the answer. This study is motivated by the 
existence of two ostensibly opposing views within Christianity about the ego. On the 
one hand, the ego is perceived as having a bad press in the contemplative and mystical 
tradition. Desert Spirituality advocates self-denial as the true path to spiritual 
enlightenment. The ego is a false self to be dismantled. On the other hand, the world of 
psychology, concerned with ego development, has contributed greatly to pastoral 
theology and the healthy functioning of church communities. In particular, an 
understanding of personality theory has helped individuals in their relationships and 
spiritual life. A robust ego is needed to manage effectively the intra and inter-personal 
life. This perceived tension between contemplative spirituality and psychology begs to 
                                                          




be resolved. We will probe these two standpoints, in order that they may be reconciled. 
In doing so, it will become evident that they are not quite as polarised as is portrayed on 
a popular level. 
 
In its quest for the authentic self, this thesis takes an interdisciplinary approach, drawing 
upon the perspectives of philosophy, sociology, psychology, spirituality and theology. 
The methodology is influenced by my church ministry context, wherein contemporary 
Christians are much informed and formed by “pop” psychology and spirituality. 
Accordingly, I analyse popular psychology/spirituality in the light of scholarly sources 
in order to differentiate between the less credible and those which are in keeping with 
Christian orthodoxy and beneficial for psycho/spiritual advancement. I identify a 
problem in popular receptions of self; survey academic writings on the self from 
psychological and spirituals points of view; engage in a theological exploration to 
situate and integrate findings on the self; and finally endorse certain practical methods 
for mastering the ego in the light of the academic findings. 
 
The psychological and spiritual counterparts employ terminologies for the human being 
that warrant brief definition here, to be expanded upon later in the thesis. The terms 
“ego”, “self” and “person” are variously defined but I will be using them in the 
following senses. The term “ego”, derived from the Freudian and Jungian conceptions,2 
denotes the conscious self that we identify with the first person singular. The ego can be 
real or unreal, depending upon where it draws its sense of identity from. There is more 
to us than ego. The integrity of the ego depends upon it remaining connected to the 
greater Self. I make a distinction between the terms self/ego, and the Jungian notion of 
“Self”, demarcating the totality of our being, both conscious and unconscious,3 which at 
its deepest level encounters the divine. This monist model, in which the soul/mind are 
physiologically embodied, is consonant with the Judaeo-Christian understanding: “In 
nonreductive physicalism there is no soul, but rather human beings have biologically 
embedded capacities that facilitate knowing and relating to God.... A person does not 
have a soul, but rather in a sense, is soul.”4 In similar vein, the contemplative tradition 
includes the concept of the “heart”, not to be understood in an emotional sense. For 
mystics down the ages, it is the organ of spiritual awareness. The impetus for choosing 
                                                          
2
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good or evil comes from the heart.
5
 Thomas Merton describes the heart as “the deepest 
psychological ground of one’s personality, the inner sanctuary where self-awareness 
goes beyond analytical reflection and opens out into metaphysical and theological 
confrontation with the Abyss of the unknown yet present – one who is ‘more intimate to 
us than we are to ourselves.’”6  
 
As we venture into the realms of Christian doctrine, the term “person” encapsulates this 
relational dimension to being human. The notion of personhood is derived from the 
reciprocal dynamic of the inter-trinitarian relations.
7
 As Robert Spaemann asserts, 
whilst the identity of each person is unique, personhood arises only in a plurality: 
“Solipsism... is incompatible with the concept of the person.”8 We become aware of and 
reciprocate the gaze of others. “Persons are beings for whom the self-being of another is 
real, and whose own self has become real to another.”9 Spaemann concludes that all 
homo sapiens are persons from birth, or conception even, and remain so until death, on 
the basis of our genealogical connection with the human family; we are “kindred, who 
stand from the outset in a personal relation to one another.”10 Jacques Maritain makes a 
distinction between “individuality” and “personality”, drawing upon the principles of 
Thomas Aquinas.
11
 Individuality is corporeal in nature, “being that which excludes from 
oneself all that other men are, could be described as the narrowness of the ego, forever 
threatened and forever eager to grasp for itself.” By contrast, personality finds its 
existence in the “deepest and highest dimensions of being.”12 Personality/the person, is 




There exists a dichotomy between self-affirmation and self-denial in popular culture, 
including church culture. The uninhibited ego largely has free reign but figures have 
emerged, that swim against the tide of ego. We will examine this minor current but first, 
we draw upon a mix of academic and other voices to paint the present-day landscape of 
excessive individualism, in which autonomous individuals authenticate themselves how 
they wish. It can be a bewildering place. According to Anthony Elliott, contemporary 
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culture reveals the self as “a rich plurality of contending discourses, practices, images, 
fantasies and representations”.14 Furthermore, individuals must keep pace with the ever 
increasing rate of change. Zygmunt Bauman holds the conviction that in Postmodernity, 
“change is the only permanence, and uncertainty the only certainty.”15 Endorsing the 
work of the American sociologist Richard Sennett, Elliott highlights the disorientating 
effects of the new capitalism and demands for flexibility and innovation in the world of 
work upon self identity. As the coherent life narrative breaks down, the mature and 
stable, durable sense of self achievable in the past, is superseded by a fragmented and 
dislocated self-experience, a “supermarket identity”, character structure orientated 
towards the superficial and the fleeting.
16
 Elliott identifies fragmentation as one of the 
core contours of postmodern selfhood:  
[T]he contemporary self is so fragmented, multiple and dispersed that the 
symbolic consistency and narrative texture of experience disintegrates. In a 
world invaded by new technologies and saturated with flashy commodities,  




The shopping mall is the focal point of society. Bauman identifies the activity and 
addiction of shopping as one race in which every member of society is running. 
Shopping encompasses every aspect of our lives and livelihoods: “the competence most 
needed in our world of ostensibly infinite ends is that of skilful and indefatigable 
shopper.”18 Identities are created through consumerism. “I shop, therefore, I am.” 
According to an article in The Times by Emily Davies, we are what we own: 
“shopping... is your ticket to an idealised self.” The culture of shopping “has become 
increasingly about image rather than substance.”19  This is apparent in the change in 
approach to advertising. It used to be about the quality and effectiveness of the product, 
now image and personal preference, based upon the “feel good factor” of the product 
takes precedence. Products themselves become the feelings. It is not about buying 
goods but identities. Bauman writes, “it is the ability to ‘shop around’ in the 
supermarket of identities, the degree of genuine or putative consumer freedom to select 
one’s identity... that becomes the royal road to the fulfilment of identity fantasies... one 
is free to make and unmake identities at will.”20 Identity has ceased to be an ontological 
category and become functional, something we possess, and we can have more than 
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 We are what we construct ourselves to be. It is all about image and the latest is 
best. Pop stars, such as Madonna and Lady Gaga, feel constantly compelled to re-invent 
themselves, abandoning their inner cores to a succession of masks.  
 
In social theory, the preponderance of DIY identities has been captured by the term 
“individualization”, denoting self-innovation, reflexivity and experimentation, fuelled 
by the self-help culture and its promise of the “new you”.22 On the one hand 
individualization is portrayed as the privatising of life, a matter of subjective value, 
essentially the project of self-transformation. On the other hand, it is deeply bound up 
with globalization, embedded in social and technological systems which impinge upon 
the self.
23
 Elliott supplements the theory of individualization with a further term, “new 
individualism”, to identify other aspects to self-definition and transformation, linked to 
the language and ideology of the makeover culture of reinvention. The paradigm 
pervades the mission statements of numerous makeover service providers from life 
coaches and personal trainers to plastic surgeons: “today’s ‘plastic’ culture of 
reinvention, reorganization and flexibility carries profound consequences for the private 
and public lives of individuals.”24 Elliott identifies four key institutional drivers for the 
new individualism: Firstly, a relentless emphasis on self-reinvention, entailing continual 
self-reconstruction. Consumerism pressurises people to transform every aspect of their 
lives. Secondly: an endless hunger for instant change. Thirdly, speed, social acceleration 
and accelerated change of the self. The self “turns into performance, presentation and 
public relations.” Fourthly, short-termism: the end of a job-for-life or career within a 
single organization heralds a “‘new economy’ - flexible, mobile, networked.”25 Elliott 
adds that the new individualism is a cultural form in which the boundaries between self 
and society begin to blur in a highly mobile world: “the self is continually redefined and 
reorganized through globally connected networks of information and communication.”26 
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In this climate, individualism has led to the atomisation of society, although, in times of 
tragedy people still come together, as witnessed in the recent terror attacks across 
Europe. The historian John Marsh observes that society has become a collection of 
individuals rather than a community. “Community spirit has dwindled – the outcome is 
greater loneliness... We do not thrive as atomised individuals.... there is a loss of a sense 
of meaning and growing alienation.”28 The theologian Frances Ward regards the British 
riots in the summer of 2011 as an unfortunate consequence of our disaffected, alienated, 
materialist, “rights” orientated culture, revealing a profoundly ugly face of Britain, with 
thousands taking to the streets motivated by greed, resentment and a sense of 
entitlement.
29
 It was “a toxic mix of a romantic understanding of the individual, whose 
main, if not sole purpose in life is to seek self-fulfilment, and an economic ideology that 
turns the individual into a consumer, and puts value on material wealth.”30  
 
According to the popular Christian author, Timothy Keller, the prevailing belief today is 
that people misbehave due to a lack of self-esteem because they have too low a view of 
themselves. Keller highlights the reversal of pre-modern and modern views on self-
opinion. Traditional cultures believed that hubris, pride, or having too high a view of 
oneself, was the root cause of all the evil in the world. Now, Western culture has 
developed the opposite consensus.
31
 This is substantiated by the psychiatrist Glynn 
Harrison, who charts the meteoric rise of self-esteem ideology. The term was first 
coined by the American psychologist William James.
32
 Later psychoanalysts, notably 
Freud, Adler and Horney related the idea to early child development.
33
 At the popular 
level, these complex theories were condensed into the simple concept of low self-worth, 
seen as a condition that affects practically everyone and is perceived to be the cause of a 
wide range of psychological and social issues. The remedy is to booster self-esteem.
34
 
By the turn of the millennium self-esteem was in the top three topics in social 
psychology research.
35
 The final push was the growth of new humanistic theories of 
human development by the likes of Abraham Maslow and Carl Rogers, leading to the 
Human Potential Movement, which proclaimed the incredible power of the individual to 
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transform oneself for the better; that given the right conditions, the natural inclination of 




On the more popular level, the journalist Will Storr takes up the mantle to uncover the 
false premises of self-esteem ideology and the Human Potential Movement, which also 
pervaded the political arena.
37
 Storr illustrates how the self-esteem/self-actualization 
era, in placing huge expectations on the self, has led to an epidemic of perfectionism, 
which, in turn, has led to a mental health crisis.
38
 Storr denounces the belief that we can 
be anything we want to be as “the dark lie at the heart of the age of perfectionism.” The 
cold truth is: “You’re limited. Imperfect.”39 Once we start pursuing goals that recognize 
our limitations, that are meaningful to us and over which we have efficacy, we will all 
be a lot happier.
40
 Yet, the Western world has become enthralled to the ideal self, 
extolling the god-like self.
41
 Harrison recollects: “The age of the individualist had 
arrived. From now on it was ‘do your own thing’... what mattered to us was speaking 
from the heart, getting in touch with your true feelings and being yourself.” He 
concludes that the legacy of this cultural paradigm shift is all around us today, “due to 
an unholy amalgam of psychological science and the growing cultural narcissism.”42 
Various examples can be found. In the Girl Guide promise, duty to God has been 
dropped in favour of promising “to be true to myself”. Self-esteem dogma has 
infiltrated the education system.
43
 Marsh contends that the imperative of self-discovery 
and realising one’s own potential makes obligations to others secondary or non-
existent.
44





 and American Beauty
47
. The fact that these rank among my personal 
favourites shows my unwitting enculturation. More troubling still is The Times report on 
the practice of “sologamy”, the trend for brides to marry themselves, with all the 
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 Harrison, Ego, 44-45; Storr, Selfie, 128-129. 
37
 Storr, Selfie, 131-148,183-227. 
38
 Storr, Selfie, 7-19,128-132,153-155,251-263,293-296. 
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 Storr, Selfie, 313. 
40
 Storr, Selfie, 329. 
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trappings of a conventional wedding, “pledging to be true and faithful lovers of 
themselves, as long as they alone shall live.”48 
 
The narcissistic “me-culture” is born, energised by consumerism and the media. The 
L’Oréal catchphrase, “because you are worth it”, has penetrated the popular psyche. 
Storr declares, “We have a word for people who have become drunk on their own 
hollow self-esteem boosting. It is narcissist.”49 Marsh concurs, “The liberal stress on the 
rights of the individual and self-fulfilment has not led to utopia, but to greater self-
absorbed narcissism.”50 Frances Ward laments “the narcissism that takes hold, where 
people come to perceive the world through the prism of their own self-absorption. Such 
people are haunted by anxiety and are forever seeking attention, affirmation or 
adulation.”51 Pete Ward sees this as a problem endemic in celebrity culture; the 
celebrity, transfixed by his or her own image, typically exhibits the characteristics of the 
narcissist.
52
 “In celebrity culture, image is power.”53 Western culture is fascinated by 
celebrity; tabloid newspapers and magazines are filled with the intimate details of 
celebrity lives. The cult of celebrity characterises the intermingling of the sacred and the 
profane; celebrities function as “myth bearers”, as Ward explains: “In a world that has 
been disenchanted through the rationalism and secularization of the Enlightenment, 
celebrities reoccupy the places that have been left by deities”.54 It is a symbiotic 
relationship in which “[c]elebrity images gaze at us from the media, and we in turn gaze 
at the celebrities who are intent on gazing at themselves.”55 Celebrity figures carry a 




The American historian Christopher Lasch, cautions against the term narcissism being 
too loosely applied, as a synonym for selfishness. Its clinical understanding must be 
kept in view. However, he believes that the character traits associated with pathological 
narcissism, in less extreme form, do appear in profusion in everyday life: “dependence 
on the vicarious warmth provided by others combined with a fear of dependence, a 
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sense of inner emptiness, boundless repressed rage, and unsatisfied oral cravings.”57 
The renowned psychiatrist Alexander Lowen agrees that narcissism is both a 
psychological and a cultural condition. It is a particular problem in an age that imposes 
few restraints on behaviour yet minimizes the importance of feeling, for instance, 
emphasising sex without love.
58
 He explains, “narcissism denotes a degree of unreality 
in the individual and in the culture... places the achievement of success above the need 
to love and to be loved.”59 When success outweighs self-respect, a culture overvalues 
“image” and must be deemed narcissistic.60 This is endorsed by the assessment of 
another eminent psychiatrist, James Masterson: 
There are elements in society, similar to the traits in the narcissistic self, that 
have gone beyond healthy individualism to pathologic self-centeredness, which 
results in an erosion of realistic, adaptive social standards in favour of exclusive, 
obsessive self-gratification. This inevitably leads to inner emptiness, isolation, 
and loneliness even if the individual does not have a narcissistic personality 
disorder.
61
   
 
Narcissism becomes a way of handling the tensions and anxieties of modern life. The 
prevailing social conditions encourage the narcissistic traits present, in varying degrees, 
in everyone.
62
 Elliott identifies a narcissistic preoccupation with appearance and image, 
as another of his core contours of postmodern selfhood: “The postmodern self, created 
upon fleeting narcissistic images, is a transient identity with precious little in the way of 
deeper affective ties or emotional roots.”63 This is evidenced in the rise of the “selfie”, 
the mass obsession people have in taking pictures of themselves and posting them on 
social media sites. Richard Graham, who launched the UK’s first technology addiction 
clinic, described the selfie as a “plea not to be forgotten”. He suspects the underlying 
feeling is one of panic, given the billions of people on Facebook, “The subjective 
feeling is one of feeling smaller, anonymised, like a grain of sand on a beach.”64  
 
The clinical psychologist become journalist Oliver James identifies the prevalence of 
the “Marketing Character”, a term borrowed from Erich Fromm.65 Marketing characters 
display the narcissistic mindset, concerned about the opinions of others, utilitarian in 
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their relationships, obsessed by wealth, possessions and status. “Marketing Characters 
experience themselves as commodities whose value and meaning are externally 
determined.... People differentiate one another by what they own, not who they are, by 
Having rather than Being.”66 As Frances Ward observes, in our selfish-capitalist society 
people are classified as consumers, prey for a cynical market, producing numerous 
remedies “to stroke the narcissism of a secular soul obsessed by its right to self-
expression, self-realisation and ‘authenticity’.”67  
 
It would appear that this culture of narcissism is inescapable but there is a more recent 
movement afoot, noted by Elliott, which rejects our culture’s narcissistic over-
estimation of the self and identity. However, it goes to the opposite extreme; with “anti-
self theory” the self is made redundant altogether. The self as privileged actor is 
replaced by the conceptual recognition that the self is just one “actant” in a network of 
actors, human or otherwise.
68
 It begs the question whether there is a middle way for the 
self, which avoids the polarities of self-importance and anti-selfhood. This will be 
addressed. Another area explored by Elliott, that we do not have time to consider, is the 




In this portrait of the solipsism of the contemporary self, we have already encountered 
some critics both from within the culture and in the world of academia. In response, 
various psychologists, sociologists and philosophers seek to reclaim a relational/ 
communal understanding of the self, drawing upon their respective disciplines.
70
 We 
will recover a relational understanding in chapter four with a starting premise derived 
from an ontology of the Trinity. Maritain, for one, recognises an essential identification 
with the “society of the Divine Persons”71 but does not develop the Trinitarian analogy 
at any length. Maritain is rightly critical of the materialistic conceptions of society, 
which disregard the “human person” and replace it with the “material individual”.72 
Schrag argues that we need a decentering of the ego as part of the continuing project of 
deconstructing the Cartesian doctrine of a sovereign subject. “The otherness of the other 
needs to be granted its intrinsic integrity, so that in seeing the face of the other and 
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hearing the voice of the other I am responding to an exterior gaze and an exterior voice 
rather than carrying on a conversation with my alter ego.”73  
 
The dominance of the ego has been a concern in popular psycho/spiritual wisdom in 
recent decades. Within this context, we now consider two “self-denial” approaches - the 
teachings of the Franciscan friar, Roman Catholic priest and mystic, Richard Rohr, and 
the personality tool, the Enneagram - and whether they offer satisfactory popular 
remedies. Rohr wages a war against the ego in defence of the “True Self”, defined as 
“who you objectively are from the beginning, in the mind and heart of God... your 
absolute identity”.74  It “is that part of you that knows who you are and whose you are, 
although largely unconsciously.”75 Rohr generally uses the terms “soul” and “True Self” 
interchangeably but he adds the qualification that “the True Self is probably larger than 
the soul, because it includes Spirit and embodiment too.”76 The problem is that we are 
unacquainted with our real selves. Religion is tasked with unearthing the true self.
77
  
You (and every other created thing) begins with a divine DNA, an inner destiny 
as it were, an absolute core that knows the truth about you, a blueprint tucked 
away in the cellar of your being, an imago Dei that begs to be allowed, to be 




The ego presents a major obstacle to the discovery of the true self and the transcendence 
that we are made for. Under the reign of “individualism and egocentricity... we 
invariably go to our ego (small self, the False Self) because that is all we know about.” 
Thus, Rohr equates the ego with the “False Self”.79 Rohr articulates a Jungian 
understanding of the concepts of persona and shadow, without mentioning the father of 
modern psychology.
80
  However, elsewhere, his use of the psychological notions ego 
and persona is confused. They appear the same in his understanding: “Your false self is 
your role, title, and personal image that is largely a creation of your own mind and 
attachments.”81 We have taken the false self as our “absolute identity” when it is merely 
a “relative identity” that needs to be surrendered.82 The “defended and defensive” ego 
hates changing itself. The ego is blind. It is “the unobserved self, because once you see 
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it, the game is over.”83 Exposing the motives of the true and false selves, “The ego 
always has an opportunistic agenda. The soul has no agenda whatsoever except to see 
what is – as it is - and let it teach you.”84 Rohr concedes that the false self is “bogus 
more than bad”.85 The false self over-defines itself as unique, special and superior.86 It 
is a master of deception. Only the false self can sin, telling lies “because it somehow is a 
lie.”87 Rohr then makes the questionable claim: “The True Self is conscious, the False 
Self is largely unconscious, and you do evil only when you are unconscious.”88 As we 
will see, this does not cohere with the Freudian or Jungian models of the Self. 
Furthermore, it appears to negate human responsibility for our actions, ignoring the 
doctrine of original sin. 
 
Despite his indictment of the ego, Rohr acknowledges that in the first half of life we 
need boundaries, a sense of identity and order for our lives: “You have to first have an 
ego structure to then let go of it and move beyond it.”89 If we were mirrored well early 
in life, we should have no further need to protect or assert our identity. However, 
staying in the protected first half of life beyond its natural period produces a well-
disguised narcissist.
90
 The remedy is the Christ-like path of surrendering ego controls: 
“Only love and suffering are strong enough to break down our usual ego defences, crush 
our dual thinking, and open us up to Mystery.”91 In the second half of life we must learn 
to hear and obey the deeper voice of God, of our deepest self, opposed to the superego; 
to move from an “ego-centric” to a “soul-centric” worldview.92 Defeating the ego/ 
superego “will feel like a... loss of self. But it is only the death of the false self... Instead 
of being ego driven, you will begin to be soul drawn.”93 Rohr interprets Jesus’ words in 
Matthew 16:25-16 as losing the false self, which “must die in exact correlation to how 
much you want the Real.”94 Authentic God experience “consoles our True Self only 
after it has devastated our false self.”95 The spiritual life demands change and growth. 
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For Rohr, renunciation of the false self does not require ascetic practices as these have 
“too much social and ego payoff”.96  When we live in the abundance of a universal love, 
“we do not need to fight or defeat our False Self. It naturally fades into the 
background”.97 The true self “is not the perfect self. It merely participates in the One 
who is.”98 When we find God in ourselves, “we also find ourselves inside God”. It is a 
full homecoming.
99
 Rohr parallels Jung in his assertions: “The two encounters with a 
True God and a True Self are largely experienced simultaneously and grow in parallel 
fashion.”100 Likewise, “self-knowledge and God knowledge will be experienced as the 
same knowing”.101 Rohr balances divine immanence with transcendence: “in finding 
your True Self, you will have found an absolute reference point that is both utterly 
within you and utterly beyond you”.102 True spirituality is “a search for divine union 
now”.103 Coining metaphors from Eckhart, which he fails to attribute, Rohr extols an 
underlying experience of God as “both abyss and ground”,104 granting that most never 
get “to the birth of God in the soul.”105 
 
Rohr condemns the Western “dualistic mind” in favour of the non-dual thinking of the 
contemplatives.
106
 However, elsewhere his reasoning adopts a dualistic, Platonic ring: 
“Your True Self is that part of you that is going to live forever and sees truthfully. It is 
divine breath passing through you. Your False Self is that part of you that is constantly 
changing and will eventually die anyway. It is in the world of passing forms and looks 
out with itself as the central reference point – which is never true.”107 On the other hand, 
Rohr loses sight of the essential distinction between Creator and created: “The True Self 
is neither God nor human. The True Self is both at the same time”.108 This is why Jesus 
came, “to tell us that our actual form is human-divine, just as he is.”109 He cites the 
Vedas, the Hindu scriptures, to validate his argument: “the True Self, in its original, 
pure, primordial state, is wholly or partially identifiable or even identical with God, the 
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Ultimate Reality that is the ground and origin of all phenomena.”110 Rohr’s theory of 
divinization seems to venture beyond theosis, participation in the divine nature.  
 
Rohr makes a heroic case for the true self, in keeping with some Christian mystics. He 
commends contemplation as a means of shifting from the “judging and separate self”, 
overcoming fear and isolation.
111
 However, his thinking is inconsistent, muddling 
psychological concepts and dicing with Christian orthodoxy. He fails to reference the 
recognisable psychological and spiritual sources behind his statements. Above all, he 
does an injustice to the ego, discrediting it but then admitting it has a role to play, if 
only in the first half of life. To sever off the ego after it has allegedly served its purpose 
is psychologically perilous, as we shall see.  
 
We turn now to another flip side of the culture of affirmation, a personality theory 
which makes similar inferences about the ego, and of which Richard Rohr is a major 
proponent. “Enneagram” comes from the Greek ennea, “nine”, plus grammos, “figure”. 
It is represented by a geometric figure, a nine pointed star within a circle, mapping out 
the nine fundamental personality types and their complex interrelationships.112 The 
Enneagram is a psycho-spiritual personality theory, which stems from the Humanistic 
school of psychology, emphasising the innate goodness and worth of a person.113 Its 
actual origins are more ancient and ambiguous. Legend has it going all the way back to 
the Ancient Near East114 before resurfacing as part of Sufi mysticism.115 It also has roots 
in Christian mysticism, in the writings of the fourth century Desert Father, Evagrius, 
who developed a psychology of character based on eight evil “thoughts” or passions.116 
The Enneagram was first conveyed to the West by George Ivanovich Gurdjieff in 1916, 
a “Pythagorean Greek” and an “esoteric Christian”.117 It was further developed by Oscar 
Ichazo in the early 1970s and then Claudio Naranjo, a Chilean psychiatrist, united this 
mystical path of transformation with an intellectual Western psychological model.118  
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The fundamental philosophy, according to Helen Palmer, is that we each possess an 
essential nature that is qualitatively different from our acquired personality. “Essence” 
is the potentials with which we were born, rather than what we have gained through life, 
our education, or our beliefs. “In essence we are like young children: there is no conflict 
between our thoughts, or our emotions, or our instincts. We act correctly and without 
hesitation to maintain well-being, stemming from an undefended trust in the 
environment and in other people.”119 Parents of small children may rightly contend such 
a claim about children’s being free from inner conflicts and having impeccable 
instinctual behaviour. Ego, in this regard, is an acquired false personality, not our true 
self or “essence”.120 Essence is a return to innocence. Personality development is 
synonymous with survival in a hostile world, caught up with the formation of ego 
boundaries and defence mechanisms: “personality develops in order to protect and 
defend essence from injury in the material world.”121 In the Enneagram system, the 
whole edifice of our personality is constellated around our primary defence mechanism. 
It is a negative starting point. The Enneagram identifies nine “Chief Features”, or 
“Passions”, of the emotional life, neurotic habits that develop during childhood.122 They 
correspond to the seven deadly sins with the addition of deceit and fear. By contrast, the 
higher capacities (virtues) are “the lost qualities of essence, each one of which 
represents the successful resolution of a painful neurotic trend.”123 The nine passions 
give rise to the different personality types: The Perfectionist, The Giver, The Performer, 
The Romantic, The Observer, The Loyal Sceptic, The Epicure, The Protector and The 
Mediator.124 
  
The Enneagram is a dynamic system. Each type is granted freedom of movement 
between the points. All of us have the potential of all nine types.125 Each type is 
influenced by its “Wings” on either side on the circle, which make the personality more 
unique. The Enneagram recognises three physical centres in the body: head, heart and 
gut; different ways of experiencing the world. One of these predominates for each type. 
Eight, nine and one are gut based types; they tend to “be” in the world through action. 
Two, three and four are heart based; they operate though relationship, concerned with 
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how others see and relate to them. Five, six and seven are head based, inclined to 
respond to life through their thoughts.126 Helen Palmer states two reasons to discover 
one’s own type. Firstly, to build a working relationship with yourself and discover what 
makes you thrive, rather than playing out neurotic trends. Secondly, to understand other 
people on their own terms, rather than as you see them.127  
 
In order to live a psychologically mature life, the blind spots and unconscious defence 
mechanisms within our character structure, that cause us to see reality in a distorted 
way, must be unmasked: “by naming our own Chief Feature we can learn to observe the 
many ways in which this habit has gained control of our lives.”128 Conversely, “The 
search for a particular aspect of essence is motivated by the fact that you suffer from its 
absence.”129 According to Rohr and Ebert, the mystical image of the human being 
adopted by Enneagram teaching sees the construction of the “empirical ego” in the first 
half of life as “the sum of our attitudes and behavioral mechanisms”. The hardening of 
ego boundaries leads to fixation upon and identification with the false self.130 Rohr 
endorses the Enneagram as an indispensible instrument for the second half of life to free 
people from their self-image; he regards it as a necessary process of redemption.131  
 
Many people find this popular tool an enlightening explanation of their own and others’ 
personalities. However, the Enneagram should not be swallowed uncritically. Whilst it 
positively promotes self-understanding, it does so from a flawed foundation. It is correct 
in its judgement that we need to be redeemed/transformed but the issue at stake is how. 
From a Christian perspective, the doctrine of essence makes a god of human nature. It is 
not just what happens to us in life that corrupts, but our innate sinful inclinations. 
According to the doctrine of original sin, human beings are naturally self-centred. As 
Paul bemoans, “I do not do the good I want, but the evil I do not want is what I do.” 
(Romans 7:19) The natural instincts of the ego incline towards sin. Furthermore, 
Palmer’s commentary on the Passions, “These emotional habits developed during the 
fall from grace into the material world”,132 exposes her Gnosticism. From a 
psychological perspective, Freud’s drive-conflict/ego-defence psychology is central to 
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the Enneagram and yet the latter ignores another primary aspect of Freud’s ego 
psychology, the instinctual forces, which left unchecked would destroy us. It does not 
fit into a psychological framework of self-affirmation, falling firmly within the ego-
denial camp of popular culture. To vilify the ego and perceive personality as false, 
constellated around our passions/defence mechanisms, fails to acknowledge the good or 
potential in the human psyche. The reality of the self is more complex. A realistic 
assessment is needed that recognises both strengths and weaknesses. A more grounded 
and rounded personality theory, Myers-Briggs, will be presented in chapter five. 
 
A dichotomy between self-affirming and self-denying tendencies in our culture has been 
illustrated with examples of bad self-affirmation and bad self-denial. Rohr rightly calls 
for a reawakening to the divine and mystical core to our being. However, his belief 
system, including the Enneagram, presents problems when weighed in the balance of 
modern psychology and Christian theology. It remains now to venture behind the scenes 
for an exploration of the disciplines of psychology, spirituality and theology, in order, 
finally, to impart more commendable popular psychological and spiritual tools. In the 
next chapter, the insights of modern psychology, notably of Freud and Jung, broaden an 
understanding of the self and self-affirmation. The more popular concept of emotional 
intelligence is reviewed as a benchmark of self-authenticity. In chapter three, the quest 
for the true self is taken up by the mystics, who believe this is altogether different from 
the ego. We will delve into understandings of self-denial, which are more nuanced than 
may at first be assumed. Chapter four explores a theological anthropology through the 
doctrines of imago Dei, Christological kenosis and the Trinity, to arrive at an 
understanding of personhood and a resolution to the self-denial/affirmation debate. In 
the final chapter, we revisit Jesus’ discipleship challenge, consider the implications for 
Christian discipleship and identify ways in which the ego may be formed to be less self-
centred. Both psychological and spiritual insights are pertinent in this regard. 
Rediscovering bona fide routines of prayer and self-examination draws us into the 
experience of union, beyond the superficial. It is in contemplating Christ that we find 








Chapter 2    
On the Analyst’s Couch 
Psychological insights into the Significance of the Self 
  
Introduction  
We have witnessed the negative effects of the unbridled ego and reactions which would 
render the ego redundant. However, the ego is not to be dispensed with yet. This chapter 
presents the case for a healthy ego. In turning to the discipline of psychology for a more 
clinical assessment of the nature of the ego, we discover that the ego is a component 
within a much bigger picture of the human psyche. The ego is but part of the self. 
Concepts of the self have existed since ancient times, but in the world of psychology it 
begins with the models of the psyche formulated by Freud and Jung who, contrary to 
humanistic psychology, recognised the inherent flaws in human nature. Clearly, the 
works of Freud and Jung are not the full picture of psychological theory today and no 
attempt is made to reconcile their ideas with cognitive neuroscience, but these founding 
fathers of modern psychology remain influential and are fundamental to our agenda. 
Accordingly, this is a selective, not a comprehensive overview of their works. We will 
also see how their insights are applied in more contemporary thinking in the field of 
psychology on ego dysfunction, as we explore the inauthentic self and the problems that 
arise due to our cultural and psychological inheritance. Richard Rohr is right in this 
judgement: “Western individualism has really done us in. It has created either ego-
inflated or ego-deflated people or, more commonly, a daily seesaw between both – yet 
both of them are illusions.”133  
 
Authenticity, being real, is at stake. We will consider how the ego can be real or unreal. 
This will include revisiting the narcissistic personality disorder encountered in the last 
chapter from more clinical perspective. Lastly, we will take a look at what constitutes 
the authentic self and the notion of emotional intelligence, which has been popularised 
as a gage of authenticity and emotional health. The benefits for church life will be 
highlighted in chapter five. Essentially, psychology is in the business of affirming the 
self but not in the superficial or solipsistic sense encountered in contemporary Western 
society. There is some soul searching to be done in cultivating the authentic self. It is a 
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more complex picture than popular polarised apprehensions of self-affirmation/denial, 
which tend to revolve around the ego.  
 
Laying the Foundations: The Fathers of Modern Psychology 
 
Sigmund Freud (1856-1939) 
Freud used the word ich, “self”, which he called the “soul”, in two senses: as the whole 
person and as the ego. Freudians concentrated upon the latter, the self as an agency of 
the mind, operating on a set of mechanical principles.
134
 Freud began to develop his 
“ego psychology”, theories about the whole personality, from the First World War 
onwards. His structure of the mind (psyche) evolved over time from his psychoanalysis 
of numerous patients. Keen as he was to take a “scientific” approach, the divisions of 
the mind proposed were not actual physical divisions but a theoretical model to 
understand the nature of the psyche.
135
 Freud eventually arrived at three states of 
consciousness: conscious, unconscious and preconscious.
136
 The conscious mind is the 
part that is aware of thoughts and actions, where all conscious thought processes 
occur.
137
 The unconscious lies outside the boundaries of consciousness. It contains 
repressed thoughts and forgotten memories. Primitive instinctive urges are pushed down 
into the unconscious in order for society to function effectively. Freud saw the content 
of the unconscious as primarily sexual in nature. Material in the unconscious cannot be 
accessed directly but through free association (the patient says whatever comes into 
their head), parapraxes (slips of the tongue or action, “Freudian slips”) and dreams: the 
“royal road to the unconscious.”138 The preconscious is the latent region of the mind 
between the conscious and the unconscious, where information is stored that is not 




Freud developed this further when he published a revolutionary and dynamic new 
model of the mind, which attempts to describe the workings of the whole mind as a 
system and its main drives.
140
 The psyche is comprised of three main parts, originally 
termed “the it”, “the I” and “the above-I”:141 The id (Latin for “it”) is the unconscious 
                                                          
134
 Masterson, The Search for the Real Self, 21-22. 
135
 Freud, The Unconscious, 57. 
136
 Freud, The Ego and the Id, 4-5. 
137
 Freud, Unconscious, 4. 
138
 Freud, Unconscious, 50-51; Kline, Psychology and Freudian Theory, 6,15. 
139
 Freud, Ego,4-5; Freud, Unconscious, 56. 
140
 Freud, Ego, Editor’s introduction, ix-xi. 
141
 Masterson, Real Self, 21. 
23 
 
part of the mind. At birth all mental processes and energy are id. It consists of inherited, 
primitive, instinctual impulses, described by Freud as a “seething cauldron of 
excitement”.142 Its only reality is its own selfish needs and it seeks instant gratification. 
It is completely amoral. The id has no concept of time, so impressions and urges from 
the past affect the person as if happening in the present.
143
 Granted unrestrained 
expression, the id would destroy self and civilization. The ego (Latin for “I”) is where 
consciousness comes from, although Freud concedes that much of the ego is 
unconscious.
144
 It is the part of the mind which a person regards as the “self”, without 
perhaps realising there is more. It reacts to external reality and can also observe itself. 
The ego is rational and involved in decision making; “a coherent organization of mental 
processes”.145 The main function of the ego is to tell us what is real. As the child 
develops, the ego differentiates from the id and restrains the id’s urges in accord with 
reality. Freud compared the ego and the id with a rider and his horse: the horse has the 
strength and the rider guides it where he wants to go.
146
  The super-ego (ego-ideal) is 
the “inner parent” authority which responds to social rules, the set of norms internalised 
as a child. The super-ego is formed at the time of the Oedipus and castration complexes. 
It acts as a conscience, exercising moral censorship, judging our behaviour and 
demanding perfection of the ego. The tension between the two is experienced as guilt.
147
 
Kline notes that the ego is concerned with reason and the super-ego with feelings.
148
 




Freud did not see these three aspects of the psyche as having rigid boundaries but 
merging into one another.
150
 In a reasonably mature, mentally healthy adult, the id, ego 
and super-ego will act in a balanced way.
151
 The ego is at the frontier, having to manage 
the id, the superego and the external world. Freud pities it, “a poor creature owing 
service to three masters and consequently menaced by three dangers: from the external 
world, from the libido of the id, and from the severity of the super-ego.”152 Freud 
identified two opposing mental processes that control normal human behaviour: the 
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primary process, governed by the pleasure principle and wish fulfilment, the main 
motivational force of the unconscious/id, for the gratification of basic desires/sexual 
urges, versus the secondary process, the reality principle, involving conscious, logical 
thought, the domain of the ego, enabling us to delay gratification in order to get on with 
everyday life.
153
 In sum,  
The ego seeks to bring the influence of the external world to bear upon the id 
and its tendencies, and endeavours to substitute the reality principle for the 
pleasure principle which reigns unrestrictedly in the id. For the ego, perception 
plays the part which in the id falls to instinct. The ego represents what may be 





Freud believed the sex drive (libido), the instinct energy contained in the id, was the 
driving force behind most behaviour; he thought it so strong that it constantly threatened 
to force its way up to the surface. However, his later writing suggested that there were 
also a large number of other drives in the psyche which can be grouped into two classes 
of instinct: Eros, the life instinct, concerned with self-preservation and enjoyment and 
Thanatos, the death instinct, which is destructive.
155
 Kline describes Freud’s topological 
description of the mind and psychosexual theory as a “closed energy model”; if the 
energy seeking release is prevented from expression it will emerge later or in a changed 
form.
156
 Pine notes that the psychology of ego function took its main thrust from drive-





Freud, and his daughter Anna, identified a range of unconscious defence mechanisms 
employed by the ego to control the id and protect the ego, “the actual seat of anxiety”,158 
from undesirable feelings.
159
 One of the most common is repression, a way of 
forgetting. Undesirable or threatening material is pushed back into the unconscious and 
locked away.
160
 Displacement arises as a result of repression. When someone cannot 
release a basic feeling it builds up and is subsequently directed onto a substitute target, 
for instance, anger at the boss directed at a spouse.
161
 Denial is an overt and usually 
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emotive denial of the unconscious impulse. The person refuses to accept the reality of 
the situation.
162
 Reaction-Formation is similar to denial but entails feeling and acting in 
the opposite way to the impulse in order to cover it up, for example, the homosexual 
who is homophobic.
163
 Projection is almost a combination of denial and displacement. 
The person is unable to recognise the reality of their own feelings or behaviour, so 
unacceptable traits are projected onto others leaving the person untarnished.
164
 
Conversely, introjection (identification) involves absorbing someone else’s personality 
characteristics into your own to compensate for an emotional shortfall. This is the 
mechanism by which the super-ego develops.
165
 Rationalisation entails finding 
apparently good reasons for actions that are more acceptable to the ego than the real 
reason.
166
 More positively, sublimation involves transforming unacceptable impulses 
into socially acceptable forms leading to art and civilization.
167
 When feelings are 
isolated from their cause isolation (intellectualisation) occurs. A threatening memory or 
impulse becomes of no consequence, common during an emergency or sometimes 
following childhood abuse.
168
 Finally, when someone reverts back to an earlier 
developmental stage that feels safe or comforting it is termed regression.
169
 We are 




According to Freud, these unconscious defence mechanisms help to determine beliefs, 
attitudes, emotions and behaviour. He went so far as to argue that all character traits are 
defences against instinctual impulses.
171
 Kline observes: “Generally the more emotional 
the statement, the less likely it is that it is a natural, conscious ego product but is, rather, 
one fuelled by defences.”172 With so much to cope with in life we cannot survive 
without defence mechanisms. Problems arise when they are relied upon too heavily and 
people can no longer distinguish fact from fantasy; they mask issues that need to be 
resolved.
173
 Highlighting the two extremes, neurotics defend too much and will not give 
expression to their instinctual drives, characterized by a strong super-ego and a weak 
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ego. On the other hand, the defences of psychotics have broken down and they are 
overwhelmed by the id; they have lost contact with reality.
174
 Psychoanalysis serves to 
explore the secret inner world, uncover the resistances, and bring repressed material into 
consciousness.
175
 It aims to “restore harmony between id, ego and superego.”176 The 
intention is to strengthen the ego and make it more independent of the super-ego, so that 
it can gain more ground over the id.
177
 As Freud explains, “The ego develops from 
perceiving instincts to controlling them, from obeying instincts to inhibiting them.”178 
The ego plays a vital role in human functioning. Self-control is a necessary virtue in 
civilised society. Western individualism must be kept in check.  
 
From a Freudian perspective, then, it is the id, rather than the ego, which is thoroughly 
selfish. The unconscious wields an immense power over our lives. The ego attracts 
sympathy for its efforts to keep the psyche on an even keel. Kline concludes that 
“Freud’s Man is an heroic figure who, struggling against a primary vicious nature, has 
done surprisingly well.”179 Upon closer inspection, the ego still has self-interest at heart. 
For Freud, the chief purpose of human life was the pursuit of happiness, the satisfaction 
of libidinous needs, dominated by the pleasure principle. The ego is conflicted when the 
needs of the individual clash with those of society. Freud saw civilisation as oppressive, 
with its imposition of rules. The ego has to find ways of suppressing and sublimating 
libidinal urges to conform to the standards of society, which becomes a source of 
unhappiness and neurotic symptoms. Freud maintained that the solution lay in the 
supremacy of the intellect. Individuals must gain awareness of their own repressed 
conflicts and manage their aggressive urges through a process of self-enlightenment.
180
 
Thus, Freud places incredible faith in the human capacity to self-heal.  
 
As a professed atheist, Freud certainly did not entertain any notion of surrendering the 
egotistical self to a higher power. Freud took a determinist and positivist stance. He had 
great confidence in his own sense experience: “these thoughts are linked to various facts 
of analytic observation”.181 Science meant discovering the natural laws underpinning 
the world. He was uncovering the laws of human behaviour through unconscious mental 
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processes, open to observation through free association. The notion of the unconscious 
was not original to Freud. What was groundbreaking was the importance it assumed in 
psychoanalysis and Freud’s methods for discovering the concept and content of the 
unconscious from the theory of repression.
182
 Even if we do not accept all his 
conclusions, Freud shines an illuminating spotlight on unconscious processes to which 
we do well to pay attention. The ego is to be approved, not for self-assertion, but for 
being an agent of self-management and self-improvement in taming selfish impulses. A 
successful ego is a mark of maturity. Now we turn to the more expansive thinking of 
Freud’s protégé. 
 
Carl Jung (1875-1961) 
Freud became a friend and mentor to Jung. They were allies against opponents of 
psychoanalysis. However, Jung’s independent thinking resulted in an irreparable rift in 
1913. Sagaciously, Jung rejected Freud’s exclusively sexual interpretation of human 
motivation and used the term libido to describe general psychic energy or universal life 
force.
183
 Neither did Jung conform to the scientific rationalism of his day. He believed it 
diminished the importance of the individual and was responsible for “psychological 
mass-mindedness”.184 He draws a parallel with the collectivism of Churches, where the 
“will to individuality is regarded as egotistic obstinacy.”185 In asserting the primacy of 
the individual, Jung is quick to remind the Churches that the salvation of the world 
consists in the salvation of individual souls in need of redemption. The real task is 
helping the individual to achieve “a metanoia, or rebirth of the spirit”.186 
 
Jung insisted that the internal world of the psyche is as real as the external world, if not 
more so: “Psychic reality is held to be the only reality that we experience 
immediately.”187 When referring to the mind and mental activity, Jung used the terms 
“psyche” and “psychic” to cover both conscious and unconscious.188 Jung was 
comfortable with the broad understanding of psyche as “mind, soul or spirit”. His 
system of analytic psychology was a spiritual psychology.
189
 Jung’s representation of 
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the psyche can be likened to an island: the conscious part is the land seen above the 




Jung’s three psychic levels, the conscious, the personal unconscious and the collective 
unconscious, differ from Freud’s.191 The conscious element is the “us” that the world 
sees and how we perceive ourselves. The ego is the knowing, willing “I” centre of 
consciousness that gives us our sense of identity. Unlike Freud’s understanding of the 
ego, it does not extend into the unconscious (unless repressed).
192
 Jung emphasized the 
need to develop a strong ego in the first half of life in order to function in the outer 
world. The ego has to relate to the inner and the outer world. An effective ego organizes 
and balances the conscious and unconscious aspects of the psyche, giving it a sense of 
purpose. An over-inflated ego, however, is potentially dangerous.
193
 Jung did not really 
distinguish between ego and consciousness, using the two words interchangeably or 
combining them into the term “ego-consciousness”. In Jung’s view the conscious mind 
grows out of the unconscious psyche.
194
 What belongs to consciousness is not fully 
conscious all the time. In order to conduct our lives we suppress information surplus to 




The personal unconscious is a “shadow land stretching between the ego and the 
unconscious… a land which has not always been covered by the sea, and can be 
reclaimed”.196 Jung’s interpretation of the unconscious is more rounded than Freud’s 
“repository of everything objectionable, everything infantile – even animal – in 
ourselves”.197 Whilst formed by repressed impulses and forgotten experiences, the 
unconscious also includes subliminal perceptions that do not reach consciousness.
198
 It 
contains all aspects of human nature, light and dark, the potential for new creativity or 
catastrophe.
199
 The existence of a “second psychic authority besides the ego” must be 
acknowledged.
200
 Powerful unconscious factors thwart the ego’s intentions.201 
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Repression weakens during sleep in dreams and memories return of their own accord.
202
 
Jung came to the opinion that the personal unconscious is comprised of complexes, 
emotionally charged memories, which function as sub-personalities and are personified 
in dreams. These unconscious personality components are relatively autonomous, 
leading a life of their own in the psyche, exerting pronounced effects upon our 
conscious life.
203
  Complexes can get out of hand if not given sufficient recognition, 
responsible for moodiness, embarrassing slips of the tongue, and even split 
personality.
204
 Reality can be distorted, perceived through the lens of the complex. 
Complexes form a bridge between the personal and the collective psyche. 
 
The collective unconscious is a deeper level of the unconscious, common to all 
humankind, where the brain is shaped by inherited human experience. It is inborn and 
universal.
205
 It is objective, and Jung later proposed the term “objective psyche” as a 
more fitting name for it.
206
 The existence of the collective unconscious can be deduced 
by observing behaviour determined by biological instincts. Instinctive actions are 
inherited and unconscious and occur consistently.
207
 The collective unconscious is a 
repository of archetypes, “primordial types,... universal images that have existed since 
the remotest times.”208 Our personal realities are influenced by this deeper archetypal 
reality, “the two million-year-old Self”.209 Jung writes,  
[T]he mythological motifs or mythologems I have designated as archetypes. 
These are to be understood as specific forms and groups of images which occur 
not only at all times and in all places but also in individual dreams, fantasies, 
visions, and delusional ideas. Their frequent appearance in individual case 
material, as well as their universal distribution, prove that the human psyche is 





The idea of archetypes is ancient and relates to Plato’s ideal forms, the patterns already 
existing in the divine mind that determine in what form the material world will come 
into being. The word stems comes from the Greek, where arche means “first” and type 
means “imprint” or “pattern”.211 Jung was the first to coin the concept of psychological 
                                                          
202
 Frieda Fordham, Jung’s Psychology, 22. 
203
 Jung, “A Review of the Complex Theory” CW 8, pars. 200-203, in Selected Writings, 38-40. 
204
 Sanford, Dreams: God’s Forgotten Language, 105. 
205
 Jung, “Structure of the Psyche” CW 8, pars.317-321, 67. 
206
 Jung, The Archetypes and the Collective Unconscious, 22; Jung, Undiscovered Self, 61. 
207
 Frieda Fordham, Jung’s Psychology, 23. 
208
 Jung, Archetypes, 5. 
209
 Stevens, Private Myths, 4.  
210
 Jung, Dreams, 77. 
211
 Johnson, Inner Work, 27. 
30 
 
archetypes. Through studying people’s dreams, Jung discovered that dream symbols 
sometimes corresponded exactly to images from ancient myths and religious practices 
of which the individuals had no conscious knowledge. These “primordial images” have 
become part of the formation of our basic psychological structure. The various 
archetypal figures that recur in dreams and fantasies carry a “numinous” quality. They 
have historical parallels and correlate with universal myths, generating similar thoughts, 
feelings and images in people, regardless of their race, creed, geographical location, or 
historical epoch.
212
 Archetypes appear in different cultural guises, adapting themselves 
to our own context, but the archetype itself remains the same. Archetypes are thought to 
be responsible for guiding the life-cycle of our species. Every individual life is at the 
same time the eternal life of the species. Archetypes fulfil the biological objectives of 
survival, adaptation, and growth. They have an energy and goals of their own, which 
they seek to achieve in the psyche.
213
  There are an indefinable number of archetypes, 
including the Wise Old Man and Woman, the Great Mother, the Trickster and the 




The persona is “the archetype of interface between self and other”.215 It comes from the 
Latin word meaning “actor’s mask”. Everyone has a persona. It is the recognisable 
public face or image that we adopt; our exterior self worn to make ourselves presentable 
to the outside world and conceal our true nature. Without it human society could not 
function. It is the basic archetype of all human society and culture. As well as individual 
personas, there are collective ones, defined by public civic and religious traditions and 
official functions.
216
 Some of us have the role of maintaining these public personae, 
which can become inextricably bound up with our own personal persona. Dreams 
involving personal appearance, especially clothing and public occasion, are usually to 
do with persona issues. To be naked in dreams may represent the loss of the persona.
217
 
Problems arise when people think the persona is all there is, or identify with it too 
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The shadow is the opposite of the persona. Taylor defines the shadow as “the archetype 
of the threshold between conscious self-awareness and the unconscious.”219 It may 
provide the first doorway into the world of the unconscious. Taylor writes, “Just as our 
physical bodies cast shadows in sunlight, so our psychological personae create a 
Shadow – a dark outline in the same shape as the Persona where the light of 
consciousness does not fall, as a result of our habitual repression.”220 The shadow is 
grounded in our primitive, instinctual nature. It is “a moral problem that challenges the 
whole ego-personality”. As such, it is usual to deny its existence.221 Jung explains, “The 
shadow personifies everything that the subject refuses to acknowledge about 
himself”.222 The more we repress the shadow, the greater the chance of it bursting forth 
when we are unaware. It is personified in dreams or projected onto others, to dangerous 
effect.
223
 The appearance of the shadow indicates a need for a more conscious 
awareness of its existence and to embrace its dark energies. We must learn to own and 




Jung believed that we each carry within us the whole of human potential, male and 
female. The anima is the personification of the unconscious feminine principle in a 
man’s personality and the animus, the unconscious masculine qualities in a woman. 
Jung refers to the anima as the “soul”.225 The anima and animus serve as soul guides to 
the vast areas of our unacknowledged inner potential. “If the encounter with the shadow 
is the ‘apprentice-piece’ in the individual’s development, then that with the anima is the 
‘master piece.”226 The archetype of the sexual complement builds a bridge between the 
ego and the collective unconscious, taking us into the realm of the “gods”, a numinous, 
magical, taboo world.
227
 Mythology represents the anima as maiden goddesses or 
women of great beauty and the animus as noble gods or heroes. Since the anima and 
animus are so numinous, they are charged with psychic energy, so that they have an 
emotional grip on people. If we allow them to take possession of our unconscious lives, 
men can become over-emotional, while women may become dominating and stubborn. 
For a man, the anima may feel other than himself and he will unconsciously project it 
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 Likewise, women may project their animus onto men. The person that 




The Self is the archetype of archetypes. It is the totality of the psyche: “The self is not 
only the centre, but also the whole circumference which embraces both conscious and 
unconscious; it is the centre of this totality, just as the ego is the centre of 
consciousness.”230 Jung’s concept of the Self derives both from Eastern mysticism in 
the sense that many Oriental formulations refer to totality, and also from Jung’s idea of 
the transcendent function for the reconciliation of opposites.
231
 The presence of the Self 
is implicit in dreams and occasionally appears in the form of a numinous symbol. It can 
be experienced as a profound mystery or even the divine.
232
 Characteristic symbols 
include the lotus, the royal couple (the conjunction of the polarities of masculine and 
feminine), circular or quadranic forms, especially the mandala,
233
 an archetypal image 
meaning “All is One”, the Indian Sanskrit term for a circle drawn in religious rituals.234 
Although the centre is represented by an innermost point, it is surrounded by everything 
that belongs to the Self, the paired opposites that make up the total personality. This 





For Jung, the Self is more than a postulate; it is a thing which exists, hence the 
denotation by a capital S by some writers, including here, to emphasize its special 
position in analytical psychology and to differentiate it from the ego, referred to by 
some as the self.
236
 Fordham highlights the contradiction that the Self is both the totality 
of the psyche and an archetype. As the total psyche, it is expressed by the equation: 
“self = ego + archetypes”, the combination of conscious and unconscious.237 As an 
archetype, the Self is unknowable, being an unconscious function that can only be 
referred to by symbolic imagery. The concept of the Self as an archetype came second 
in Jung’s thinking. However, on numerous occasions he combines the two ideas or goes 
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from one level of expression to the other.
238
 Another ambiguity arises regarding the ego 
and the Self. The ego is both an entity separate from the Self and a part of the Self, that 
is, they are interrelated entities. As the centre of consciousness, the ego is subjective, in 
contrast to the objective archetypes and the Self. Later on, Jung’s concept of the ego 
deepened as he discovered that some of the archetypal forms, notably the shadow, 
contained ego structures which had been split off and needed re-assimilating. He 




The Self is the integrative, transformative, self-regulating centre of our personality that 
navigates us towards individuation, the process “by which every living organism 
becomes what it was destined to become from the beginning.”240 It entails becoming a 
separate indivisible unity or whole psychological “in-dividual”. This wholeness of our 
total being is expressed in the archetype of the Self and the Self is also the principle of 
integration.
 
Individuation is achieved by integrating the individual archetypes of the 
collective unconscious. It involves the harmonizing of our conscious and unconscious 
personality to become complete.
241
 Individuation takes place in the second half of life 
but it is never fully achieved in this lifetime; Jung saw it as a life task. It means 
establishing a strong ego-Self relationship in the personality. Whilst much personality 
development goes on at an unconscious level, the aspirations of the Self cannot be 
realised without the cooperation of the ego. Jung maintains: “The opposite ego and the 
unconscious must be reconciled in order to bring about the transcendent function”.242 
The unconscious is compensatory to the conscious; when the conscious attitude is 
realistic, Jung gives the conscious and the unconscious about equal importance. 
However, when the conscious attitude is defective, the unconscious is given the higher 
value; the unconscious evolves into a “guiding, prospective function”, steering the 
conscious Self in a more worthy direction,
243
 seeking to restore equilibrium. Ego and 
shadow must work together as a balancing pair. 
Since everything living strives for wholeness, the inevitable one-sidedness of 
our conscious life is continually being corrected and compensated by the 
universal human being in us, whose goal is the ultimate integration of conscious 
and unconscious or better, the assimilation of the ego to a wider personality.
244
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Jung was the first modern psychiatrist to assert that the human psyche is inherently 
religious, as open to spiritual reality as it is to physical reality.
245
 He saw the spiritual 
element as vitally important to psychic health, emphasising the importance of individual 
experience.
246
 The Self is connected to God, “the transcendent”. Jung viewed the God-
image as a symbol of the state of individuation, which led him increasingly to see the 
Self as an image of God.
247
 The psyche, having a transcendent dimension, is something 
to be revered; “an experience with the Self is like an experience with God”.248 Jung did 
not reject a transcendent God but was preoccupied with divine immanence, believing 
that people can rediscover God through the divine archetype in their unconscious.
249
 
Christian critique of Jung’s spiritual ideas raises concerns. The question is whether 
Jung’s stance equates with the doctrine of imago Dei and the conception of the God 
within. If the Self, as the archetype of God, stirs us to worship the living God, that is 
laudable. Alternatively, if it means the conflation of the Self with God and self-worship, 
as in Satinover’s reading, “the essence of the Jungian resymbolization” is “the 
replacement of the divine by the self”,250 it is idolatry in Christian eyes. 
 
Jung studied Gnosticism for several years and Gnostic tendencies are discernible in 
Jung’s spiritual understanding of the Self. He saw the Gnostic myth as symbolic of the 
individuation process, where the soul embarks upon an inner spiritual quest, seeking 
unity with the Self. However, he then alighted upon Alchemy as a better historical 
counterpart to his theories, in particular, the notion of the reconciliation of opposites,
251
 
including good and evil. “Jung’s improved God-image (‘the Self’) included within it not 
only evil, but matter and ‘the feminine’, on the grounds that these are a kind of ‘lower 
trinity’ excluded from the Godhead by ‘the patriarchy’.”252  
 
Setting such theological unorthodoxy aside, Jung’s most profound spiritual insight in 
terms of the constitution of the psyche, which the world urgently needs to heed, is 
rather, the unconscious corruptible forces that lay within our own selves; evil “is lodged 
in human nature itself... as the equal and opposite partner of good.”253 This is not to say 
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that human nature is all bad but that there is wickedness within us which we ignore at 
our peril. We inhabit a psychological dualism, a split personality, in which we think 
consciousness is all there is. Jung teaches us that there is more to “self-knowledge” than 
knowledge of one’s conscious ego-personality.254 We need to become enlightened to the 
fact that the negative traits we project onto others arise from our own inner darkness 
that we cannot tolerate. The horrors of history, where the collective shadow has become 
an instrument of evil, are testimony to such ignorance.
255
 “Recognition of the shadow... 
leads to the modesty we need in order to acknowledge imperfection. And it is just this 
conscious recognition and consideration that are needed wherever a human relationship 
is to be established.”256 This is a necessary antidote to the unhealthy perfectionist 
narrative in our culture. Jung’s affirmation of the individual carries a realistic 
assessment and demands self-criticism.
257
 The relational element is important not to 
miss, given Jung’s earlier disparagement of collectivism. He continues, “The perfect has 
no need of the other, but weakness has, for it seeks support and does not confront its 
partner with anything that might force him into an inferior position”.258 It transpires that 
Jung’s stress on the significance of the individual is not at the expense of genuine 
relationship or social cohesion. He is alarmed by the “atomization of the pent-up mass 
man, whose personal relationships are undermined by general mistrust” and offers a 
traditional solution: “the free society needs a bond of an affective nature, a principle of a 
kind like caritas, the Christian love of your neighbor.”259 
 
There is a certain resonance, then, with Christian ideals in Jung’s thinking. However, as 
with Freud, deliverance from our plight is dependent not upon God’s grace but upon 
“the psychological constitution of modern man”, the human determination to solve 
these ills.
260
 Modern psychology looks within to discover “truth”. Self-referential forms 
of identity also stem from Renaissance origins of self-worship which has its dangers.
261
  
A morality which attempts to derive itself purely from psyche, with reference to 
nothing beyond, will end up being either overtly amoral (as with reductionist 
psychologies deriving from Freud), or polytheistic (... spiritualistic psychologies 
that derive from Jung).
262
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Freud and Jung’s topological models of the psyche should be taken with a degree of 
provisionality; they have their critics in the world of psychology as well as theology. All 
things considered, as working models, they provide momentous insights to assist self 
understanding and psychological health. We now turn Freud and Jung’s successors, who 
translate their ideas for contemporary use, as we consider further the imperative for a 
healthy ego. The renowned psychiatrist James Masterson advocates a synthesis of the 
two schools of thought, uniting the Freudian emphasis on the effects of early 
development on intra-psychic structures with Jungian more holistic theories, which give 
credence to personal subjectivity and creativity.
263
 We will now look at this combined 
approach as we consider what happens when ego development gets distorted. 
 
The Inauthentic Self: Ego Deficiencies 
During infancy the ego needs to separate out fully from the Self and mother. Michael 
Fordham suggests that as well as functioning “integratively”, the Self will also 
“deintegrate” during the natural course of child development.264 The integrity of the 
emergent ego depends upon it remaining connected to the Self. In normal development 
the state of primary identity, or unity, with the mother is only transitory and a new 
integrate forms, “a new dynamic equilibrium within the infant, corresponding to, but 
more differentiated than the original self unit. It is a development in the sense that part 
of the original self has become ego.”265  
 
Masterson uses the concept of the “real self” in outlining this process. The real self 
“includes both the intrapsychic and the unique, individual aspects of the whole 
person.”266 It is mostly conscious (a narrower concept than Jung’s more numinous 
“Self”), creating representations of the individual and the world, identifying our unique 
wishes and expressing them in reality. The real self comprises our various personal and 
professional self-images, is able to relate them to one another and comprehend them as 
forming an individual whole self.
267
 It “allows a person to recognize within herself that 
special ‘someone’ who persists through space and time, who endures as a unique entity 
regardless of how the various parts of it shift and change.”268 The functional aspect of 
the real self expresses, organizes, and observes the patterns of our lives. Under its 
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guidance, we can identify and find realistic ways to achieve our individual wishes so 
that there is harmony between the intrapsychic real self and the external environment.
269
  
From the perspective of ego psychology, the ego is the “executive arm of the self”; it 
helps the real self with its tasks, including, critically, reality perception.
270
 A person 
with a healthy real self can reasonably assess moments of questioning and self doubt 
and cope with life’s ups and downs.  
 
Starting with Mahler, Psychologists have identified various stages of development 
through which the child passes as they separate from the mother and develop an 
autonomous real self. From seven or eight months until about eighteen months, the real 
self is activated by the child’s exploration of the world.271 Growing independence needs 
to be balanced by the reassurance that the child is not alone and that the mother supports 
the child’s efforts to develop as a separate person.272 Psychological splitting occurs 
when the child develops opposing self images: when they feel good they acquire a good 
self image and when they feel bad, a bad self image arises. Likewise, the child will 
interiorise “good” and “bad” mother images. One of the first tasks of the real self, 
around age three, is to fuse the good/bad images; the child must learn to perceive 
themselves and the mother as whole, constant individuals.
273
 The real self stabilizes 
intrapsychically between the ages of three and four. The childhood years are spent 





The developing child assumes control over their own ego functions: reality perception, 
frustration tolerance, impulse control and ego boundaries.
275
 Paul Federn, a loyal 
associate of Freud, developed the theoretical construct of ego boundaries, denoting the 
distinction between self and others. 
The term “ego boundary” should be understood in its literal sense to mean that 
we feel how far the ego extends, or, more correctly, the point beyond which the 
ego does not extend. As regards the bodily ego feeling, this means that the ego 
boundary does not always coincide with the body boundaries – it may either not 
fill them up or may extend beyond them. The latter situation is well illustrated 
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Federn’s notion of ego boundaries is flexible; the boundaries are always changing from 
birth onwards but there is continuity with the ego.
277
 Ego boundaries also demarcate the 
real from the unreal. They are both internal and external. Federn distinguished between 
the “inner mentality” and “external reality”. Whatever enters the ego boundary from 
without is perceived by “extraspection” and is felt as external reality. The healthy 
individual senses clearly their own thoughts and imagination versus an event in the 
external world. When the external boundary is defective, eternal objects can be sensed 
as strange or unreal and there is a feeling of estrangement. When the inner ego boundary 
is weakened, unconscious contents invade the ego, thus psychotic individuals 
experience their delusions and hallucinations as real. Either way there is a loss of 
reality.
278
 Masterson agrees that fluid ego boundaries make it difficult to assess whether 
thoughts and feelings are external or internal. The impaired ego may project an internal 
mood on the outside world or confuse external circumstances with internal feeling 
states.
279





The ability to manage transitions in adult life hinges upon the success of the primary 
transition: the separation from the mother and the formation of the unique real self.
281
 
Individuation from the mother is a two-track process involving the separation of the 
internalised self-image from the internalized mother-image and the development of the 
capacities of the self. Events in the first three years, either due to nature, nurture or 
beyond human control, detrimental to this process can prevent its completion. 
Abandonment depression is an outcome, comprised of depression, panic, rage, guilt, 
helplessness and emptiness. The person feels that their real self is under attack or part of 
their very self is lost. Their sense of self is impaired and they become dominated by a 
false self.
282
 The false self is not adaptive, it cannot master reality; it is defensive, to 
protect against painful feelings.
283
 The false self prevents us from knowing the truth 
                                                          
276
 Federn, Ego Psychology and the  Psychoses, 331. 
277
 Federn, Ego Psychology, 14,285. 
278
 Federn, Ego Psychology, 10-14. 
279
 Masterson, Real Self, 76. 
280
 Snowden, Freud, 136. 
281
 Masterson, Real Self, 42. 
282
 Masterson, Real Self, 51-62. 
283
 Masterson, Real Self, 23. 
39 
 
about our real selves, from seeing ourselves as we really are.
284
 The false self takes 
different guises, according to the personality disorder. 
 
The “deflated false self”/borderline personality, stems from abandonment depression. 
Masterson explains that any separation stress analogous to the original traumatic 
separation experienced as a young child or a situation requiring self-assertion and 
autonomy can trigger the abandonment dynamic.
285
 Unable to tolerate the abandonment 
depression, the child takes steps to protect him/herself at the cost of growth and 
adaption, avoiding activities that would further the emergence of the real self. The real 
self shuts down, arresting psychological development, including ego development and 
functions.
286
 The ego continues to be driven by the pleasure principle, seeking pleasure 
and avoiding pain, instead of the reality principle.
287
 The child continues to rely upon 
primitive defence mechanisms: denial and clinging, avoidance and distancing, 
projection and acting out. In order to prevent the abandonment feelings, the child denies 
the reality of separation. Denial and clinging become reflexive responses, fixed in the 





Borderline personalities fail to create a unified self-concept, recognised as themselves, 
in both good and bad aspects. The splitting defence mechanism persists as a main 
defence against abandonment depression and the person’s world is still structured as it 
was in the first months of life. They see a “good” self engaged in immature, clinging, 
passive, unassertive behaviour and a “bad” self that wants to grow, assert itself, and be 
independent.
289
 To relieve abandonment depression and bad feelings about self-image, 
the borderline avoids self-expression and assertion and substitutes the superficial feeling 
good that comes from clinging.
290
 They are caught in a vicious cycle: any attempt to 
activate the impaired real self leads to depression which necessitates further defensive 
behaviour to avoid further depression. Adults with a deflated false self will feel as they 
did when children: bad, guilty, helpless, inadequate, and empty. They will only feel 
good and loved when they are passive, compliant and submissive to the person to whom 
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they cling for emotional support. Their emotional lives are characterised by chronic 
anger and frustration.
291
 The deflated false self keeps a person’s life empty, vulnerable, 




The “inflated false self”/narcissist, appears to be the polar opposite of the deflated false 
self. The narcissist’s false self is characterised by imperviousness to depression. 
However, the defensive false self of the narcissistic personality is similarly based upon 
an inadequate, fragmented, poor sense of self.
293
 In the myth of Narcissus, upon seeing 
his reflection in the water, Narcissus fell in love with his own image. Riveted to the 
spot, he died of languor and turned into a flower.
294
 Thus, according to the eminent 
psychiatrist Alexander Lowen, narcissism “denotes a personality disturbance 
characterized by an exaggerated investment in one’s image at the expense of the 
self.”295 Narcissists identify with the idealised image that they imagine themselves to 
be. They cannot distinguish this from who they actually are, so the actual self-image is 
lost.
296
 In Jungian typology we might see this as total identification with the persona. 
Lowen likens the self and its image to a person and their reflection in a mirror.
297
 Once 
the image is substituted for the self “the image becomes all important. The person now 
admires the image he or she projects... and falls in love with it. This love is not self-
love, for with the façade the person has rejected the true self as unacceptable.”298 The 
paradox is that there is dependence on external admiration and self-dissatisfaction. 





Both the intrapersonal and interpersonal perceptions of the ego are impaired in the 
narcissist. In Freudian analysis: “The libido that has been withdrawn from the external 
world has been directed to the ego and thus gives rise to an attitude which may be called 
narcissism.”300 In other words, narcissists are preoccupied with themselves to the 
exclusion of all others.
301
 Inherently selfish, they feel entitled to perfection in all things 
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which makes them difficult company. Narcissists are most concerned with how they 
appear. “Acting without feeling, they tend to be seductive and manipulative, striving for 
power and control. They are egotists, focused on their own interests but lacking the true 
values of the self - namely, self-expression, self-possession, dignity, and integrity.”302 
Ordinarily the self is equated with the body as well as the mind.  Our sense of self 
comes from perceiving what is going on in the body but narcissists lack such a sense of 
self derived from bodily feelings. The actual bodily self-image is discarded, denying the 
reality of an embodied self.
303
 Lowen classifies the basic disturbance in the narcissistic 
personality as the denial of feeling.
304
 
By dissociating the ego from the body or self, narcissists sever consciousness 
from its living foundation. Instead of functioning as an integrated whole, the 
personality is split into two parts: an active observing “I” (the ego), with which 




The narcissist’s false self is more successful than the borderline’s.306 Arrogance of the 
ego occurs in all narcissistic personalities, regardless of a lack of achievement or self-
esteem.
307
 Narcissism covers a broad spectrum of behaviour, from the less pathological 
preoccupation with sexual image, to the more psychopathic personality and full blown 
paranoid megalomania. The more narcissistic a person is, the greater the identification 
with their image and accompanying sense of grandiosity.
308
 Narcissists appear to have a 
deficient super-ego, given their tendency to act out their impulses. They lack self-
restraint in their responses to people and situations.
309
 Freud advocated a “primary 
narcissism”310 which “might claim a place in the regular course of human sexual 
development”.311 It is based on the observation that babies only see and think of 
themselves. The world revolves around the infant: “His Majesty the Baby”.312 
According to Federn, in this stage “the ego boundary coincides with the child’s entire 
conceptual world”.313 Freud suggested that in adulthood, the narcissism of infancy is 
replaced by devotion to an ideal ego set up within the person.
314
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We have discovered, especially clearly in people whose libidinal development 
has suffered some disturbance ... that in their later choice of love-objects they 
have taken as a model not their mother but their own selves. They are plainly 
seeking themselves as a love object and are exhibiting a type of object-choice 
which must be termed “narcissistic”.315 
 
Most ego psychologists identify pathological narcissism as a failure to outgrow the 
primary narcissistic state. Masterson concludes that the developmental arrest appears to 
occur prior to the emergence of the real self in a defence against abandonment 
depression.
316
 Lowen, however, rejects the concept of primary narcissism, arguing that 
narcissism “results from a distortion of development... something the parents did to the 
child rather than simply what they failed to do.”317 Either way, the ability to form a self-
image is a function of the ego and so narcissism is a disturbance of ego development.
318
 
The accuracy of ego perception depends on its connection to the self.
319
 Healthy people 
relate to the self on two levels: directly when the body is experienced through feeling, or 
indirectly when we have an image of it. The self-image and the direct self-experience 
through the body coincide. This presupposes a self-acceptance, which is lacking in 
narcissists.
320
 Ironically then: “Without self-acceptance, there is no self-love.” Since the 
narcissist is not nourished by self-love, they need others to applaud their self-image,
321
 
otherwise the inflated false self becomes frustrated and the underlying emptiness, anger 
and depression of the impaired real self will emerge.
322
 Tragically, the admiration the 




Although a more limited concept than Jung’s Self or Freud’s former understanding of 
the self as the whole person, this exploration of the “real self” has identified 
fundamental elements of an authentic self, consonant with Jungian and Freudian 
models, namely, corporeality, integrity, continuity, organising and unifying capabilities, 
and intra-psychic aspects. These are things not much in evidence in the postmodern self. 
The dysfunctional ego, sadly well represented in our present times, casts a tragic figure. 
It has a negative impact upon one’s sense of self and relationships with others. In 
deliberating the distinguishing characteristics of the inauthentic self, those of the 
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authentic self have also been made evident. We now consider how the normal 
functioning individual might demonstrate and further develop the positive traits of the 
healthy ego through emotional intelligence. This final section begins with the clinical, 
academic foundation, which is then adopted on a popular level. We will expound the 
theory here, with the intention of returning to it in a more practical way later in the 
thesis. Daniel Goleman serves as a transitional figure, a theorist who forms a bridge 
with popular culture. 
 
The Authentic Self: Emotional Intelligence  
Operating from a place of authenticity, attuned to the real self, better equips us to 
remain in command of our instincts and emotional drives. Masterson identifies key 
capacities of the real self requisite to steer a successful course through life: to 
experience a wide range of feelings deeply and soothe painful feelings; to expect 
appropriate entitlements; self-activation and assertion; acknowledgement of self-esteem; 
to make and stick to commitments; creativity, including finding solutions for life’s 
problems; intimacy, expressing the real self fully and honestly in a close relationship; to 
be alone without feeling abandoned; continuity of self.
324
 This resonates with the 
concept of emotional intelligence (EI), or emotional quotient (EQ), which has found its 
way into common parlance, for instance, it is now a feature of recruitment agendas.  
 
Developing good emotional intelligence contributes to positive mental health and well 
being.
325
 EI is an intelligence that “operates on, and with, emotional information.”326 
Psychologists Peter Salovey and John Mayer presented the theory of Emotional 
Intelligence in 1990. They define emotional intelligence as “the subset of social 
intelligence that involves the ability to monitor one’s own and others’ feelings and 
emotions, to discriminate among them and to use this information to guide one’s 
thinking and actions.”327 Colin Horseman expresses this succinctly as “the skill required 
to understand and interpret one’s own emotions and the emotions of others, and to 
manage those emotions in order to reach a desired outcome.”328 Thus, emotional 
intelligence is a way of thinking about feelings; a cognitive exercise of reasoning out 
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  According to le Roux and de Klerk, a feeling is an internal 
physical reaction to a stimulus, either something perceived through the senses or a 
thought.
330
 More broadly, Salovey and Mayer view emotions as “organized responses, 
crossing the boundaries of many psychological subsystems, including the physiological, 
cognitive, motivational, and experiential systems. Emotions typically arise in response 
to an event, either internal or external, that has a positively or negatively valenced 
meaning for the individual.”331 
 
EI encompasses intrapersonal and interpersonal intelligences. Salovey and Mayer 
identify the mental processes involved, summarised below:
332
 
a) Appraising and expressing emotions in the self and others: the skill to perceive, 
respond to and better express one’s own emotions, and to accurately recognise 
emotions in others, using verbal and non-verbal cues. Empathy, the ability to 
comprehend another’s feelings and to re-experience them oneself, is central. 
This entails sufficient social competence to weave warm interpersonal relations.  
b) Regulating emotion in the self and others: a regulatory system that monitors, 
evaluates, and sometimes acts to change mood. Also the ability to regulate and 
alter the affective reactions of others in order to motivate them toward a 
worthwhile end.  
c) Using emotions in adaptive ways: problem solving, flexible planning, creative 
thinking, mood redirected attention and motivating emotions. Having framed a 
problem, emotionally intelligent individuals are creative and apt to integrate 
emotional considerations in arriving at possible alternatives to problems.  
 
Emotional Intelligence was popularised by the psychologist Daniel Goleman. He 
asserts: “emotional aptitude is a meta-ability, determining how well we can use 
whatever other skills we have, including raw intellect.”333 Goleman is interested in 
testing EQ as a performance indicator in education, business and industry, contending 
that EQ is just as critical, if not more so, than IQ for success in life.
334
 Mayer, Salovey 
and Caruso caution against such bold claims.
335
 However, they do concede that 
                                                          
329
 Horseman, Ministering, 22. 
330
 le Roux and de Klerk, Emotional Intelligence Workbook, 18. 
331
 Salovey and Mayer, “Emotional Intelligence,” 186. 
332
 Salovey and Mayer, “Emotional Intelligence,” 190-200. 
333
 Goleman, Emotional Intelligence, 36. 
334
 Goleman, Emotional Intelligence, 34. 
335
 Mayer, Salovey and Caruso, “Emotional Intelligence,” 206. 
45 
 
empirical evidence indicates that as EI rises so does academic performance, measures of 
relatedness, and the ability to communicate motivating messages. Conversely, a 
predictable pattern emerges when the association between EI and problem behaviour is 
examined. EI varies inversely with bullying, violence, smoking and drug problems.
336
   
 
Drawing upon the research of the neuroscientist Joseph LeDoux, Goleman explains the 
significance of the brain circuitry for emotional intelligence. At the seat of the ancient 
limbic system, the emotional part of the brain, the amygdala acts as a neural alarm 
system, a “psychological sentinel”, stimulating a fight or flight response.337 The more 
evolved, neocortical, thinking area of the brain brings a more analytic response to 
emotional impulses.
338
 Sensory signals travel first to the thalamus, from where they 
branch out to the amygdala and to the neocortex. Hence, there are neural pathways for 
feelings that bypass the neocortex. This allows the amygdala to respond before the 
slower neocortex, which sifts information through several levels of brain circuits before 
giving a considered response. In an emotional emergency an “emotional hijacking” can 
occur, sometimes to catastrophic effect, when the primitive brain takes charge: the 
rational mind is taken over by the amygdala and swamped with emotions. There is no 
conscious, cognitive participation to the emotional reaction. The amygdala can trigger 
rage or fear before the neocortex knows what is going on. People are left wondering 
what came over them.
339
 The amygdala is also a storehouse of emotional memory. The 
emotional brain is sculpted by childhood experience. Emotional outbursts can date from 
a time in our lives when we did not have words to comprehend events. We react in the 
present in outdated ways.
340
 Only when our rational brains analyse a situation do we 
take conscious control again. There needs to be discernment. Normally, the prefrontal 
lobes govern emotional reactions; if an emotional response is required, the prefrontal 




Ordinarily the complementarity of limbic system and neocortex, amygdala and 
prefrontal lobes, means each is a full partner in mental life. When these partners 
interact well, emotional intelligence rises – as does intellectual ability.342  
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In general, there are two groups of people who lack emotional proficiency: those who 
are unaware of their feelings and cannot express them and those who experience their 
feelings intensely and express them inappropriately.
343
 Recalling Aristotle’s challenge 
to manage the emotional life with intelligence, the problem is not emotions per se; there 
is an inherent wisdom in our “passions”. The issue at stake is “the appropriateness of 
emotion and its expression.”344 It is important to acknowledge and accept feelings and 
to control them; this does not mean suppressing them but pausing to choose the most 
fitting way to react.
345
 As Salovey, Mayer and Caruso concur, EI is about the 
cooperation of intelligence and emotion.
346
 The capacity to delay gratification and 
knowing when to challenge and reframe negative emotions, namely anger and anxiety, 
is vital.  Goleman ventures, “The ability to control impulse is the base of will and 
character. By the same token, the root of altruism lies in empathy... if there are any two 
moral stances that our times call for, they are... self-restraint and compassion.”347 Thus, 




Mayer, Salovey and Caruso present a composite picture of the person with high EI as 
being better able to perceive emotions, use them in thought, understand their meanings 
and manage them well. Solving emotional problems requires less cognitive effort. S/he 
tends to be higher in verbal, social and other intelligences, be open and agreeable and 
have more positive social interactions. This individual is more likely to own possessions 
of sentimental attachment and be more adept at describing motivational goals. The high 
EI person is drawn to occupations involving social interactions, such as teaching and 
counselling, rather than those involving clerical or administrative tasks.
349
 Idealistic 
portraits of those with high emotional aptitudes warrant some challenge in the light of 
personality theory. Introverts, for example, are not naturally outgoing and gregarious 
but they are not necessarily lacking emotional intelligence. We will explore this further 
in chapter five.  
 
The touchstone of emotional intelligence is self-awareness, being aware of both our 
feelings and our thoughts about the feelings as they occur. It entails an ongoing 
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attention to one’s internal states, both metacognition, awareness of thought process, and 
metamood, awareness of one’s own emotions. In this self-reflexive awareness the mind 
observes and investigates experience itself. The “observing ego” monitors what passes 
through awareness with impartiality.
350
 The other key element of EQ is management of 
those emotions. Goleman writes: “Every strong emotion has at its root an impulse to 
action; managing those impulses is basic to emotional intelligence.”351 This corresponds 
to the Freudian model of the ego keeping the id in check. As a conscious, intentional 
process, the development of emotional intelligence depends upon the collaboration of 
the ego. Equally, emotional intelligence is a useful criterion for strengthening the ego 
and improving self-authenticity. Whilst it has entered into the popular sphere, emotional 
intelligence challenges contemporary narcissistic conceptions of the self and calls for a 
maturity which cultivates self understanding and sincere relationships.  
 
Conclusion 
From a psychological perspective, a healthy ego is essential in order to handle our inner 
life and the external world. If the capacities for adaptation, reality testing and defence 
are not developed, then the ego will be defective.
352
 Without ego boundaries there is a 
poor sense of self. An under or over inflated ego will result in a false self. The ego 
should not merely serve its own purposes or become purely identified with the persona. 
When the ego assumes a godlike role the outcome can be disastrous. The ego needs to 
become conscious of more than itself, in tune with the whole bodily self/greater Self. To 
be authentic, it needs to act in the service of the Self/real self. The ego was created to 
cultivate the aspirations of this larger personality within us. Egotism and fixation on the 
ego leads to forgetting and betrayal of the Self. Self realisation, therefore, is far bigger 
than realising the myopic and selfish ambitions of the ego. Our ego task is to become 
conscious of unrealised aspects of ourselves to be integrated and of personality issues 
that need rectifying. On its own, the ego is limited, but when it maintains its connection 
with the Self it can journey towards the goals of the Self. In individuation the ego gives 
way to the Self, which becomes the new centre of the personality. The ego becomes 
more like the Self.
353
 This is a constructive way of viewing the ego within the dynamic 
of the Self, but psychoanalytic theory falls short of any real engagement with the self’s 
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interaction with others and how this impinges upon the formation of the self.
354
 The 
relational aspect will be addressed when we come to chapter four.  
 
Modern psychology provides a needed corrective to the prevailing Western belief in the 
naturally good, self-sufficient ego, observed in the last chapter. Faithfulness to the 
integrity and continuity of the authentic self defies fluid and fragmented postmodern 
conceptions of the self. Psychology endorses self-affirmation but not without self-
critique. In order to attain a realistic sense of identity, it demands that we plumb our 
depths to unmask our motives and endeavour to change our behaviour for the better. It 
is requires effort and perhaps could be deemed “salvation by works”. From a Christian 
perspective, this belief that human beings can perfect and save themselves is a heresy 
that goes back to Pelagius, who asserted that human will is capable of choosing good or 
evil without divine aid. Pelagianism runs counter to Augustinian tradition. Psychology 
thus remains a human oriented approach to personal transformation. The Christian 
worldview is cast on a broader canopy. In the next chapter, we will investigate more 
traditional spiritual, God-centred approaches. However, in chapter five we will revisit 
psychological insights, reflecting upon the benefits of emotional intelligence for church 
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Chapter 3   
Mystics Ancient and Modern  
The Wisdom of the Desert and Beyond 
 
Introduction 
The contemplative tradition displays a change in priority from the ego to the deeper self. 
We can gain the impression that the mystics have typically adopted a less positive 
outlook on the value of the individual self than the world of psychology. We have seen 
this appropriated in popular culture, where the flip side of the culture of self-affirmation 
is ego-denial. Richard Rohr and the Enneagram regard the ego as the “false self”, 
whether or not it is maladaptive. The predicament of contemporary society, reiterated by 
Thomas Keating, is that: “We tend to identify ourselves with our false self and its 
concerns and with the world that stimulates and reinforces that false self.”355 We inhabit 
a sham world, asleep to reality. The false self is engrossed by its own self-importance. It 
stands in opposition to the contemplative tradition, wherein the chief end of human 
existence is to get beyond the veneer of this world, to find and identify with another 
self, the true self, the “Divine Ground” of our being.356 It is not necessarily the case that 
the mystics want to abolish the self altogether but that, for most, it is the eternal true self 
that matters; the phenomenal ego is not the real I. Thus, “To lose one’s self is to find 
it”.357 Caution is required in using the language of “ego”, since it is a later term, more 
characteristic of the writings of modern mystics. However, the question of the 
individual self and of which self we are to die to remains paramount.  
 
The veracity of the self in the eyes of historic mystics needs to be teased out. In this 
chapter, we attempt to get to the grass roots to see what they have to say for themselves.  
Since the field is vast, it is necessary to be selective, whilst aiming to give historical 
breadth. We will look at the historical movements of the desert tradition, the late Middle 
Ages, the sixteenth century Spanish mystics and finally the modern mystic Thomas 
Merton. The teaching of individual mystics will be dealt with in summary fashion, with 
the exception of Ignatius, whose more nuanced standpoint, will be covered in greater 
depth. Traversing such an expanse will involve utilizing a mix of primary and 
secondary sources and adopting a survey-like style. 
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To give an initial simple definition, mysticism is the quest to attain union with God.
358
 
Christian mysticism is rooted in Christ, as divine ground, and entails the assimilation of 
our lives with his.
359
 The discovery of the true self and true union with the divine is 
achieved through the negation of the individual self, classically through the purgative, 
illuminative and unitive ways. The way of purgation entails complete detachment from 
and renunciation of material things, defeating the egocentric life, and a cleansing of the 
perceptions, so that the light of a new reality may illuminate and transform it.
360
 The 
ultimate prize of the unitive life is abiding union with God, “a complete and permanent 
synthesis and reconciliation between the within and the without.” Henceforth, “a new 
creature is born, a new and permanent change of consciousness has been brought about. 
The soul is... ‘oned’ with God.”361 The life of union is sometimes referred to as the 
spiritual marriage, or more radically, as deification or annihilation of the self, inferring 
the total absorption of the self into the divine. In the highest mystical state the death of 
selfhood is complete. “The man has been ‘deified’... he looks to his centre, he sees only 
God.”362 The notion that the self is “nothing” has implications for our sense of self. 
Kellenberger identifies three variants: “one is nothing and there never has been a self; 
one must annihilate the self and become nothing; and one must see oneself as 
nothing.”363  
 
The “spiritual essence of dying to self” is the “virtue” of detachment.364 Though the 
detached person may possess worldly things, s/he is not attached to them. Inwardly 
unmoved by joys, sorrows or by any other passions, the detached person “is free of self-
will as it expresses itself in... self-centred desires... completely free of self-concern.”365 
To abandon self-will, is to live in accord with God’s will.366 Detachment is bestowed by 
God’s grace but requires individual effort, “self-examination, self-monitoring and the 
extinction of selfish desire”, to turn from self-centredness toward God.367 This generic 
picture will now be measured against the lives and teachings of prominent mystics, who 
do not all necessarily fit the standard pattern.  
                                                          
358
 Sheldrake, ed., The New SCM Dictionary of Christian Spirituality, 19. 
359
 Williams, Teresa of Avila, 185-187. 
360
 Happold, Mysticism, 58. 
361
 Happold, Mysticism, 94. Italics original. 
362
 Happold, Mysticism, 95-99. 
363
 Kellenberger, Dying to Self and Detachment, 29. 
364
 Kellenberger, Detachment, 35-36,85. 
365
 Kellenberger, Detachment, 49-50. 
366
 Kellenberger, Detachment, 51. 
367
 Kellenberger, Detachment, 167. 
51 
 
The Desert Movement 
We begin with the Desert Fathers and Mothers, the ascetics who offered indispensible 
instruction on prayer. From the third to the seventh century AD, thousands of men and 
women withdrew into the desert regions of Egypt, the Near East and Eastern 
Mediterranean, to live as monks and hermits.
368
 Dissatisfied with the increased 
worldliness of the church, they renounced world and flesh, in search of union with God 
through a holier, ascetical life. In a quest to escape the illusory Christian identity 
proposed by the world; they had to glimpse the roots of illusion in themselves. Williams 
describes the desert existence as the refusal to “make human maturity before God 
dependent on external stimulus... the monk must learn to live with his own darkness, 
with the interior horror of temptation and fantasy.”369 It was a battleground. The soul 
made progress through internal conflict and spiritual warfare.  
 
Although Anthony (251-356 AD) was regarded as the Father of the hermits and 
anchorites of the Egyptian deserts, he learned the ascetical life from recluses who were 
already there.
370
 In his late teens he heard a sermon on Matthew’s gospel about selling 
one’s possessions and giving the money to the poor. Williams wryly remarks, 
“Anthony, by the grace of God, was an unenlightened literalist.”371 The Life of Anthony, 
attributed to Athanasius, recounts his vocation to give up everything to follow Christ 
into the desert, where he faced demonic temptations to return to his old life. 
...his mind filled with Christ and the nobility inspired by him, and considering 
the spirituality of the soul, quenched the coal of the other’s deceit... And so for 
nearly twenty years he continued training himself in solitude... After this, when 
many were eager and wishful to imitate his discipline... Anthony, as from a 




People continued to flock to the desert for more than a hundred years after Anthony’s 
death. A traveller in 394 AD reported that the dwellers there all but equalled the 
population of the towns.
373
 Stories suggest that there were a number of women 
anchorites hidden there, some disguised as men.
374
 Three women ascetics, Sarah, 
Syncletica and Theodora, regarded as ammas, are included in the collection Sayings of 
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 A primitive monasticism spread rapidly in Egypt, Palestine, Syria 
and Mesopotamia. There continued a struggle against demons and human passions, 
entangling the life of the spirit, needing to be dug out by the roots.
376
 The monks 
showed hospitality to those who sought their spiritual advice. However, their lives were 
characterized by an ever competitive asceticism. Dendrites lived in trees; recluses in 
hovels; Stylites perched on the tops of pillars; Adamites abandoned their clothes.
377
 
They were not distracted by vain matters such as personal hygiene and they lived on the 
minimum of food.  
The great Macarius, indeed, seems to have been moved for a while by the ill 
spirit of competition. Did he hear that one Father ate only a pound of bread, 
himself was content to nibble a handful of crusts: did another eat no cooked  




Macarius the Great was a disciple of Anthony and teacher of Evagrius (346-399 AD), 
one of the most influential Desert Fathers. Evagrius was part of the “orthodox” Church, 
receiving his early formation from the Cappadocian Fathers. He had an important 
ecclesiastical career before falling in with the Origenist circle in Jerusalem.
379
 Evagrius 
withdrew to the Egyptian desert to become a monk around 383 AD, and leader of the 
intellectual Origenist monks. His heretical cosmology alleged that in the beginning 
humanity was essentially good: all are spirit, pure intuitive intelligence, enfolded in the 
Divine but through negligence turn away from God. God subsequently forms three 
levels of creation: angels, humans and demons. Human beings retain their intuitive 
intelligence (nous) as their divine essence. They are given souls, the seat of the 
passions, and rational intelligence to understand them. The human vocation is to 
discover the divine image within and return to union with the Divine through 




Ryrie stresses that although Evagrius’ works are influenced by Origen and neo-platonic 
thought, his teaching is deeply rooted in the biblical tradition and based upon his 
experience of living with the desert monks; “he can be regarded as the first great 
theorist and psychologist of the way of the desert.”381 Evagrius acquired great insight 
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into the workings of the human mind, recognising the important role of the emotions or 
“passions”. When driven by material desires and unmet needs, they cloud vision and 
obstruct access to the nous, the highest part of the soul, and to the Divine. Evagrius 
identified eight “evil thoughts”, logismoi, (gluttony, lust, avarice, anger, sadness, 
acedia/sloth, vainglory and pride) which have to be “purified and transfigured” so that 
“ego” desires no longer hold sway. The remedy is the way of detachment, firstly, 
through living the monastic life and secondly, through the discipline of watching 
thoughts to identify those that are disordered, attracting the “demons”. Victory over the 
demons leads to emotional balance, harmony and awareness of the divine within.
382
 
Evagrius lived an extremely ascetic life in the manner of the eremitic monks, including 




Evagrius sets out the ascetic life as a progression of stages. The first stage prakitkê, is 
comprised of the “external or practical” aspects of the desert life, such as manual work, 
ascetic practices and solitude but also the inner ascesis. It involves cleansing the soul of 
the passions to bring about a state of apatheia, “passion-less-ness” and tranquillity. The 
second stage, gnostikê, mystical knowledge, involves pure prayer and contemplation, 
first of created beings and then of God, through which one reaches gnosis, knowledge 
of God.
384
 Here, Evagrius insisted that even thoughts and images of God have to be 
discarded, in accord with the apophatic tradition.
385
 Granted his Origenist philosophy, 
on the Gnostic life, Evagrius departs from the other desert monks, but his teachings on 
prayer are in line with them. Like the other monks, Evagrius was concerned with 
unceasing prayer. He is principally concerned with “pure prayer”, the fruit of apatheia; 
a deeply personal engagement with God.
386
 Evagrius combined mind and heart; both 
theology and spiritual experience were important. His influence was strong in the East, 




John Cassian (c.360-c.435 AD) spent about fifteen years with the desert fathers in 
Egypt. For Cassian, the harder virtues (magnanimity, humility, gentleness) to which 
asceticism led were more important.
388
 He is best known for his two major works, The 
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Institutes and The Conferences, which set out the way of life of the monks in Egypt to 
provide a pattern for monks in the West.
389
 Cassian was true to the desert tradition in 
keeping prayer at the heart of his writings. He goes beyond discussing the nature of 
prayer to deal with the practical issues. Cassian’s aim was unceasing prayer through 
repetition of a word or phrase chosen from scripture. It was repeated over and over 
again until it became rooted in the heart. A brief “formula” from the opening words of 
Psalm 70, “O God be pleased to deliver me; O Lord, make haste to help me,” is 
recommended as a method of reaching unceasing prayer. This “can lead to ‘an 
unspeakable ecstasy of heart’ in which the mind transcends ‘all feelings and visible 
matter’.”390 It culminates and is surpassed in the prayer of fire: “The various kinds of 
prayer... are followed by a higher state still... it is the contemplation of God alone, an 
immeasurable fire of love. The soul settles in it and sinks into its depths.”391 Cassian’s 
mysticism is a mysticism of light; the divine light pervading the whole person, 
including the subconscious mind.
392
 It is also a mysticism of love and union. Writing 
about Christ’s prayer for unity in John 17:  
God will be our love and our longing, our study and our thinking. He will be our 
life. The unity of the Father with the Son and of the Son with the Father takes 
possession of our feelings and of our mind. And in the same way that God loves 
us completely, we shall be united with him by a love that will never grow less, 




Cassian, deeply influenced by Evagrius, adopted his distinction between the practical 
and contemplative aspects of the monastic life but with greater reference to the bible 
and in a more down to earth manner.
394
 He uses Evagrius’ taxonomy of the eight 
principal vices and shows how each affects people in different ways. He develops the 
theme of renunciation or detachment, seeing it both as a practical and inner thing, 
involving three stages: renouncing worldly goods, previous patterns of behaving and 
thinking, and finally all visible reality.
395
 For Cassian, the ultimate end, telos, of the 
monastic life is “the kingdom of God”, entering the life of heaven, and the goal or 
object, skopos, is “purity of heart”, “having a heart untouched by the passions.”396 
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In the spirituality of the desert, the preoccupations of ego must be overcome in order to 
touch the True. Williams suggests this “primitive monasticism” is a mixed blessing. 
Positively, seeing conflict as the means of growth opposes complacency and a self-
orientated spiritual life. Negatively, there is the emphasis on effort and vigilance, 
sometimes seen as “glorification of will at the expense of grace”; the “sleepless 
alertness, which often seems simply neurotic and lays itself open to... a spirituality of 
the super-ego.” On balance, Williams concludes favourably that the Desert Fathers give 




The Late Middle Ages  
At the beginning of the thirteenth century, new forms of religious life, such as the 
mendicant orders of Franciscans and Dominicans and the independent Beguines, 
provided the impetus for a new mysticism inclusive of women. Built upon the riches of 
the monastic contemplative tradition, it broke with the traditional stress on flight from 
the world, maintaining that mystical union with God was accessible to all Christians. 




The prominent German preacher and Dominican, Meister Eckhart (c.1260-1327),399 was 
was influenced by the Thomist tradition of his order, Augustine and possibly Origen, 
Evagrius, Cassian and also Neo-platonism.
400
 Eckhart developed an original articulation 
of faith in philosophical terms; a synthesis of Greek thought and the Christian faith.
401
 
Eckhart was both a mystic and a philosopher-theologian.
402
 His “mysticism of being” 
belongs to the apophatic tradition; an unmediated experience of God in which the soul 
is raised beyond the material world, transcending all images, to enter into the 
“nothingness” of the Godhead.403  For Eckhart union with God is achieved through the 
intellective way, a mysticism of knowledge and understanding. It is by a process akin to 
cognition: “We achieve union with God as one who knows is in union with that which is 
known.”404 Eckhart identified Augustine’s “ground of the soul” with Aristotle’s “agent 
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intellect” to give rise to the idea that the human soul is itself intellect.405 He believed 
that the individual soul and God exist in an essential relation that is entirely natural and 
part of the structure of the self.
406
 Eckhart asserts: “The soul takes its being directly 
from God; therefore God is closer to the soul than she is to herself and therefore God is 
present in the soul with the whole of his divinity.”407  
 
The overriding metaphor used to explore the process of our growth towards God is the 
“birth of God in the soul”. It stems from the nature of God and the “ground” 
(grunt/grund) of the soul,
408
 where grunt is what is inmost, hidden or most proper to a 
being, indicating the hidden depths or essence of God.
409
 For Eckhart, “God’s ground 
and the soul’s ground is one ground... they are both grounded in the same ground in a 
fused identity… the ground is nothing other than the ‘uncreated something in the 
soul’”.410 The birth takes place in this divine “Something” of the soul.411 We can tell 
whether the birth has occurred in us by the incidence of love in us, exhibiting passivity 
to God’s will and a devout filial relationship.412 There is a moral significance: “only 
they ‘who walk in the ways of God’ can understand this birth…. Through the birth we 
are made ‘like God’, we are sanctified and established in virtue.”413 The outcome of the 
birth of God in the soul is to transform us into the Son,
414
 which stands not only for a 
changed state of being but also of knowing. Thus, for Eckhart, “God is known with God 
in the soul; then she knows herself with this wisdom and all things, and this same 
wisdom knows her with itself, and with the same wisdom she knows the Father’s 
sovereignty in fertile generative power”.415 There is proportionality between our 
readiness to receive and the extent to which God is born in us. When the soul is 
prepared by becoming empty of all images, then God is compelled to enter its ground 
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The birth of God has taken already place in the detached person.
417
 Oliver Davies 
highlights the convergence of metaphysics and ethics in Eckhart’s concept of 
“detachment”, which means “being cut off from”. Detachment is both freedom from our 
physical appetites and liberation of the mind.
418
 So long as we remain captive to our 
physical existence, the spirit is restrained by worldly images and not free to realise its 
potential. The true nature of the soul is imageless, hence divine. In genuine detachment, 
the spirit transcends the created dimension: “we emulate the Godhead itself, and the 
process of ‘detachment’ is simultaneously the process of our divinization”.419 Eckhart’s 
teaching on detachment is an exposition of Christian virtue. The detached person “is 
loving and humble, possessing serenity and wisdom, and with a will wholly taken up by 
God.”420 Pre-eminence is given to the virtue of humility, synonymous with detachment 
and the basis of our union with God.
421
 Eckhart claims: “perfect humility proceeds from 
annihilation of self.”422 Evidently, Eckhart regards the self as nothing, placing him at 
the extreme end of the self-denial spectrum. The process of detachment starts with 
giving up our own will, culminating in complete self-abandonment, where surrendering 
the sense of self, and relinquishing the sense of possession are one. Eckhart concludes: 
“The more we strip ourselves of ourselves the more we become him.”423  
 
The author of The Cloud of Unknowing counters Eckhart with the assertion: “be 
extremely careful never to embark upon the world of contemplation as an intellectual 
experience.”424 This spiritual classic, written in England, in the latter part of the 
fourteenth century by an anonymous spiritual director priest, is a mysticism of love and 
union. The central message is that God cannot be known through the intellect, 
knowledge or reason, but through love alone: “By love he may be sought and held but 
not by thought.”425 Accordingly, “In contemplation God is loved in this way: nothing 
else is sought. There is a naked intent, a single-mindedness of spirit, directed towards 
God alone.”426 This “naked intent” is simply that the will of God be fulfilled. The 
contemplative will enter a thick “cloud of unknowing” or deep darkness where God is. 
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“By ‘darkness’ I mean a lack of ‘knowing’... you cannot see it with your spiritual 
eye.”427 It is the negative way, influenced by the apophatic theology of pseudo-
Dionysius.
428
 The path to penetrate the darkness is found through “longing love” and 
naked intent.  
When you first begin, you may find only darkness – a cloud of unknowing, as it 
were. It will seem incomprehensible, meaningless, except that in your innermost 
will you will feel a simple steadfast intention reaching out towards God. No 
matter what you do, this darkness, this cloud, will seem to remain between you 
and God. It will stop you seeing God in the clear light of rational understanding 
and from experiencing his loving mercy in your inner being. But be reconciled 
to the fact that you must wait in this darkness as long as necessary, and don’t 




In the end, the stirring of love is entirely the work of God. God alone enables 
contemplation; we receive it as gift. We are passive but willing participants. “Your soul 
will be helped by God’s grace when it consciously longs to be in union with God.”430 It 
may take a long time before we are able to truly contemplate. We must be patient and 
persevere. All mental activity must be suppressed, hidden in a “cloud of forgetting”, 
between ourselves and all creation.
431
 Our desire should be for God alone. To this end, 
the contemplative is to root the repetition of a little word in the heart; simply “God” or 
“Love”.432 Constant vigilance is required: “Keep an eye on your enemy, your self. 
Don’t fall into the trap of pride”.433 Sin is not to be analysed but spurned: “Feel sin as a 
lump of nothing else but yourself! Recognise the whole of you as sin”.434 Harsher still, a 
person’s “awareness is occupied and filled with the foul nauseating lump of himself, 
which must be hated, despised and forsaken if he is to be God’s perfect disciple”.435 
This betrays a hostile view of human nature and the self. In common with Eckhart, such 
self-loathing underlines a severe understanding of humility.
436
 There is an absurdity to 
existence: “Though he desires desperately to be free of this awareness of his being, yet 
he greatly wants to continue to exist and gives God whole-hearted thanks for his 
precious gift.”437  Thankfully, by God’s grace, the virtues can be wrought in the human 
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soul. Those who have God do not have sin.
438
 Purity of spirit is required: “the more 
spiritual your soul becomes the less it desires physical sensation. Then it draws closer to 
God”.439 Deification is the final outcome but the essential otherness of creature and 
creator is maintained: “It is entirely by God’s undeserved mercy and grace that you are 
made a god, inseparably united to him in spirit both now and in the bliss of heaven... 
although, by grace you are wholly one with God, yet by nature you are far beneath 
him.”440 
  
For the Anchorite Julian of Norwich (c.1342-c.1416), like the author of The Cloud, 
union with God is achieved through the way of love: “he made everything for love; the 
same love sustains everything, and shall do for ever”.441 There are resonances of 
Eckhart: “God is nearer to us than our own soul, for he is the ground on which our soul 
stands”.442 On her supposed death bed, Julian received sixteen “showings”, a series of 
visions focused around Christ’s passion. She recovered and wrote two versions of 
Revelations of Divine Love.
443
 Julian begins by stating her desire for three “gifts” from 
God, fulfilled by her illness. Firstly, a “vivid perception” of Christ’s Passion in order to 
“suffer with him”. Secondly, bodily sickness to the verge of death at the age of thirty, 
“to be purged by the mercy of God and afterwards to live more to God’s glory”. 
Thirdly, three “wounds” of true contrition, compassion and an earnest longing for 
God.
444
 This gruesome apprehension must be viewed within the context of the emergent 
affective theology of the day, which placed an emphasis on Christ’s Passion arousing 
people’s compassion. The incarnation was a means of stirring human love for God as an 
object for identification and imitation. Bodiliness made God’s presence felt.445 In 
medieval times, suffering was seen as having illuminative possibilities for those who 
desired to know God.
446
 According to Marion Glasscoe, in her visionary experience 
centred on the cross, Julian comprehends the psychological reality of the “three 
wounds” as an inner, healing process which restores humans to a creative integrity and 
frees us from our inadequacies.
447
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Julian recognises a reciprocal relationship of mutual indwelling: “Our soul is made to be 
God’s dwelling place, and the dwelling place of the soul is God”.448 She perceives the 
soul as having two aspects: substance and sensualyté, generally translated as “essential 
being” and “sensory being”, or “higher nature” and “lower nature”.449 A dichotomy 
arises between the “godly will which never consented to sin” and the “animal will in our 
lower nature which can have no good impulses”.450 This seemingly Gnostic 
understanding of the human soul begs the question whether God only recognises our 
higher nature since, “God judges us in terms of our natural essence, which is always 
preserved unchanged in him”.451 However, it becomes evident that Julian believes God 
firmly embraces our lower nature as well. Both aspects of the soul are “united in God”. 
God is the “summit of essential being.”452 Julian’s apophatic theology comes to the fore 
in her language of “noughting”, in addressing the need for self-emptying and humility 
before God. She comes dangerously close to the heretical teaching of the “Free 
Spiritism” movement, where the soul is seen as annihilated or subsumed into the nature 
of God. Yet, the language used by Julian to describe the contemplative act of noughting 
remains penitential. She embeds the process of humble self-emptying, in order to be 
united with God, within the practices of the Church that enabled the contrite soul to see 
itself in relation to God.
453
 Julian admits: “I saw no difference between God and our 
essential being, it seemed to be all God, and yet my understanding took it that our 
essential being is in God... God is God, and our essential being is a creation within 
God”.454 Thus, Julian preserves the essential distinction between us and God.  
 
The re-union of substance and sensuality is dependent upon our growing in self-
knowledge. Since our essential being is hidden in God, our growth in self-knowledge is 
contemporaneous with our growth in God-knowledge.
455
 “[O]ur soul is so deeply 
grounded in God... that we cannot attain knowledge of it until we first know God, the 
Maker to whom it is united.”456 Julian then gives precedence to self-knowledge: “we 
can never attain full knowledge of God until we first know our own soul clearly”.457 In 
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order to arrive at knowledge of ourselves and God, we need to be healed by the 
“medicines” of contrition, compassion and true longing for God.458 Both justification 
and sanctification are at work: “the Holy Ghost shapes in our faith the hope that we 
shall rise up again to our essential being, into the virtue of Christ.
459
 Prayer unites our 
will to God’s will and brings about lasting change: the object of our prayers is “to be 
united with and like our Lord in every way.”460 For Julian, the life of devotion is 
predominantly about sharing in the life and Passion of Christ, knowing ourselves and 
our need of God, thereby recognising our weakness, which by the grace of God will all 
be redeemed in the end. God’s unconditional love and goodness are encountered in the 
trials of life, consequently “all manner of things shall be well”.461 Julian is deeply 
affirmative of the self but only via searing purgation. As Marc Cortez notes, she 
recognises both the devastating impact of sin on humanity, and that the true core of the 
person is at one with God. Julian’s is a cross-shaped anthropology, which is ultimately 
“an anthropology of hope”.462 
 
The Sixteenth Century Spanish Mystics 
We now arrive at a historical turning point and encounter the revolutionary mystic St 
Ignatius. The homogenization of Spanish society under Roman Catholic rule in 1492, 
after almost 800 years of Muslim, Christian and Jewish interaction and the assimilation 
of the wealth of the discovered New World, provides the context of the great Spanish 
mystics.
463
 Each, in his, or her, own way, was keen to unmask the delusions of the 
successful. Mental prayer came to be divided into distinctive forms of prayer: discursive 
meditation where thoughts predominated; affective prayer where the emphasis was on 




Keating observes, “The genius and contemplative experience of Ignatius of Loyola led 
him to channel the contemplative tradition which was in danger of being lost, into a 
form appropriate to the new age.”465 Ignatius (1491-1556) intense visionary experiences 
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are documented in his life story.
466
 Karl Rahner argues that it was genuinely mystical 
because of what was going on in the core of Ignatius’ person, the real miracle behind 
the imaginative reality, else it is meaningless phenomena.
467
 Ignatian mysticism has 
inspired an ordinary, everyday mysticism, viewing the world as a sacrament.
468
 It entails 
being a contemplative in action in the world. John Sachs describes Ignatian mysticism 
as a “service mysticism” in contrast to the “bridal mysticism” of his Spanish Carmelite 
contemporaries.
469
 Once desirous of worldly praise and military glory, a prolonged 
period of convalescence precipitated a spiritual awakening in Ignatius. He realised that 
romantic daydreams left him feeling empty and dissatisfied. Whereas his dreams of 
labouring with Christ gave him a deep inner joy and peace, leaving him feeling inspired 
and energized. It revealed that the vain worlds of court and battlefield were empty, less 
real and permanent than the sacrificial world of service for Christ. Within himself, 
Ignatius experienced the first movements of “the discernment of the spirits”, of 
“desolation” and “consolation”, for determining God’s will. It was the awareness, not 
just of an intellectual truth, but of the living God, active in Ignatius’s own life and to 




Ignatius used his imagination to enter into the gospel scenes and participate in the plot. 
This adventure into imaginative prayer became a powerful catalyst for the growth of his 
personal relationship with Christ and vocation. Ignatius was ordained priest in 1537 and 
grounded his prayer experiences in years of theological study.
471
 Towards the end of his 
life, he was urged to write The Spiritual Exercises, the distillation of his experiences, 
making them available to others for their own journey of transformation. The Spiritual 
Exercises are designed to be undertaken as a 30 day retreat. However, Ignatius makes 
provision for those for whom this is not possible to undertake The Exercises in daily 
life.
472
 The book is intended as a manual for Spiritual Directors and sets out a series of 
spiritual exercises; prayers, contemplations, meditations and additional directions. The 
Exercises are structured around the main truths of God’s plan of salvation for human 
beings. Beginning in week one with meditations on sin and hell, it then moves on to 
consider Christ’s incarnation, life, passion and resurrection in weeks two to four. They 
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are Trinitarian in outlook, for example, in the first contemplation on the incarnation, we 
are enjoined to see the world through the eyes of the Trinity.
473
 “Contemplation” in The 
Exercises denotes imaginative contemplation, gazing upon a concrete object in the 
imagination, using the “application of the senses” to interact with the persons in the 
gospel scene as if they were present. This method, introduced in the second week, is 




Paragraph 21 gives the purpose of The Spiritual Exercises as: “the conquest of self and 
the regulation of one’s life in such a way that no decision is made under the influence of 
any inordinate attachment.”475 Ivens’ translation phrases it as: “The overcoming of self 
and the ordering of one’s life on the basis of a decision made in freedom from any 
disordered attachment.”476 This corresponds to the first annotation, which explains that 
the many methods used in The Exercises are for preparing and disposing “the soul to rid 
itself of all inordinate attachments, and...  seeking and finding the will of God in the 
disposition of our life for the salvation of our soul.”477 It is enlarged upon in the preface, 
“The First Principle and Foundation” (P&F), which poetically lays the foundation and 
sets the scene for the whole of The Exercises: 
Man is created to praise, reverence, and serve God,  
our Lord, and by this means to save his soul. 
 
The other things on the face of the earth are created for man  
to help him in attaining the end for which he is created. 
 
Hence, man is to make use of them in as far as they help him 
in the attainment of his end, and he must rid himself  
of them in as far as they prove a hindrance to him. 
 
Therefore, we must make ourselves indifferent to all created things,  
as far as we are allowed free choice and are not under any prohibition....  
 
Our one desire and choice should be what is more  




The first half of the P&F spells out the theological principle and the second half, the 
practical outworking. It discloses a world affirming spirituality; creation is viewed as 
fundamentally good. All things are created by God and can draw us to God. As far as 
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Ignatius is concerned, we find God, not by turning away from the world, but by turning 
towards it.
 
There is an emphasis upon divine immanence and involvement in creation.
479
 
God enters the concrete details of our daily lives. The primary and mystical goal of The 
Exercises is to bring the exercitant to freedom through finding God in all things and all 
things in God. This is the basis for the discernment of spirits and the practice of The 
Examen
480
 (explored in chapter five). Ignatian “indifference” differs from detachment in 
that it is not about being cut off from the world but about standing in the place of 
balance, free and poised to do God’s will. The challenge is to let go of whatever 
prevents us from heeding God’s call. The object is attachment to God above all else. 
When we discover God as our deepest desire, everything else is cast into its proper 
place. The supreme end is the greater glory of God, achieved through service of God.  
 
Given this majestic beginning, it may strike as a disjuncture when the exercitant is then 
plunged into an abyss of meditations on sin and hell in the First Week of The Exercises. 
However, the natural consequence of experiencing God’s love for us and all creation, is 
to want to be free from desires which do not meet the end of the P&F. Joseph Veale 
elucidates, “The other side of the Principle and Foundation is a sense that I am not free, 
that I cling to many things whether they are God’s will for me or not, that my capacity 
to love is imprisoned in a thousand ways.”481 The focus of the First Week is the disorder 
that comes from the refusal or failure to respond to God’s love. The week begins with 
universal/structural sin before moving onto personal sin, concluding with the fiery 
meditation on hell.
482
  There is a deepening of the desire from “shame and confusion”, 
to a “growing and intense sorrow” for my sins, to feeling “a deep sense of pain which 
the lost suffer”.483 One might think that Ignatius has not sufficiently emerged from the 
medieval mindset, with its graphic fixations on hell and damnation, but it is important 
not miss the grace of the first week, namely, to know myself as a loved sinner. It is in 
recognition of our own need for forgiveness and healing that we are moved by gratitude 
for God’s continuing love and mercy and the gift of life.484  
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George Croft identifies the formation of a more mature Christian conscience as an 
important psychological aspect of The Exercises, particularly in the First Week.
485
 He 
casts an interesting trajectory into Freudian thought regarding the unlimited impulses of 
the id that need to be controlled by the ego and super-ego, the origin of conscience.
486
 
The super-ego is seen as a forerunner of a mature Christian conscience, “right reason in 
grace”.487 Permitting tentative use of Croft’s correlation, it is agreed that true contrition 
does not entail rejection of oneself as a person. Such a view, prone to viewing God as a 
punishing despot, indicates an immature “super-ego pseudo-morality.”488 Far from 
rejecting us because of past sins, God invites us to join in the divine project on earth. 
We resolve to re-order our lives around God and respond to the call of Christ the King. 




In the Second Week, the exercitant is invited into a relationship of growing intimacy 
with Christ by contemplating gospel scenes on Jesus’ life and ministry. The desire is to 
follow Christ more closely. There are a series of meditations, culminating in the 
Election, “Making a choice of a way of life”, which aim to bring the retreatant to greater 
freedom, ready to do whatever God wants of him or her.
490
 Peter Fennessy notes that the 
Election, whatever form it takes, entails suffering since it demands giving up other 
choices incompatible with commitment to Christ. After the Election, as one moves into 
Week Three, inordinate attachments, conflicting with God’s will, persist.491 The Third 





Fennessy offers an explanation of the Third Week dynamic: By staying and suffering 
compassionately with Christ, by letting go of our fears, we “die psychically with him to 
what we fear and what we desire”, then we discover that this death to everything except 
God’s will is not death at all; we fall into the hands of God. We “have there everything, 
God and all that is his.”493 Fennessy likens the retreatant to an onion; each 
contemplation peels off another layer, as s/he dies to different aspects of the old self. 
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“By a gradual progression the retreatant moves closer to the center of his being, to what 
is most personal, most repressed, most difficult and the strongest attachment. The last 
barrier to fall will be letting go of concern for our own existence, facing the fear of 
death, and surrendering all things.”494 At this stage of renunciation, we are convinced of 
the contingency of created things, have died to ourselves and the world, and completely 




Despite this self-forgetfulness, the climax in the retreatant’s process of moving out of 
self towards Jesus, Philip Sheldrake maintains that we cannot avoid the inherent 
individualism in the text. This does not call for an individualistic interpretation in the 
modern sense of the word. The emphasis in the Third Week appears to be on what 
Christ suffered for me, making it intensely personal, yet we remain situated in a wider 
context.
496
 Taking The Exercises as a whole and relating it to our present situation, 
where the text of The Exercises comes to life, we recognise that the nature of God is to 
be a suffering God, who shares in human pain.
497
 “The ‘passionate engagement’ by God 
has an eternal quality that implies an extension of the Passion of God into the very 
fabric of the human family.”498 Like Jesus who took on the cross in a conflict-ridden 
historical situation, the retreatant is to situate him/herself in the specific circumstances 
of a broken world in need of redemption. If the Christ towards whom we move is the 
“one for others”, then “the grace of the Third Week involves compassion, with Christ, 
for the world. Suffering with Christ also means sharing in the universal meaning of his 
suffering.”499 The dynamic of the Third Week is driven by a strong affective bond and 
love of Christ, stronger than all other loves.
500
 Having died to sin and been buried with 
Christ, we rise with him in the Fourth Week.
501
 As Fennessy stresses, “Only by entering 
into the death of Christ can we also enter into his risen joy.”502 
 
The Exercises reflect the classical spiritual path:  purgative in Week One, illuminative, 
following the way of Christ, in Week Two, and unitive in Weeks Three and Four, 
obtaining union with God in Christ’s passion and resurrection. George Aschenbrenner 
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affirms, “ignatian method in prayer is really a matter of progressive concentration and 
integrative assimilation of a human person’s powers in an interpersonal encounter of 
love... entering ever more thoroughly into the mysterious union of love.” Profoundly, 
“we become whom we contemplate.”503 Exercitants arrive at the final summit where 
they make the prayer of self-offering, the “Contemplation to attain the love of God”, or 
Contemplatio, which forms a bridge back into daily life:  
Take, Lord, and receive all my liberty, my memory, my understanding, and my 
entire will, all that I have and possess. Thou hast given all to me. To thee, O 
Lord, I return it. All is Thine, dispose of it wholly according to Thy will. Give 




The Contemplatio expresses a mutuality between creature and Creator. The grace, “an 
intimate knowledge of the many blessings received, that filled with gratitude for all, I 
may in all things love and serve the Divine majesty”, echoes the P&F.505 There is a 
sense of coming full circle but the ending is also a beginning. This total surrender to 
God necessitates a starting disposition, on the part of the exercitant, of generosity of 
heart and openness to God.
506
 The Contemplatio draws together the themes of The 
Exercises in their entirety and reaches beyond into everyday life. The contemplative 
paradigm reinforces the spirituality of finding and loving God in all things, the lasting 
outcome of the exercises.
507
 Reflecting upon the Contemplatio, and how self-forgetting 
love moves out into the world in service, Rahner voices, “people find their own selves 
by serving, labouring, going outward – losing oneself in the service of others. Since this 
love seeks not self but God, and God’s world”.508 
 
The Exercises, suitably adapted, are an enduring method for self-transformation in faith. 
Aschenbrenner writes, “In this interpersonal process God is carefully and insistently 
calling us away from our false self and exposing a new self, glorious in this world and... 
in eternity.”509 Aschenbrenner insists that serious contemplation is a “mortifying 
experience”, requiring “the mortification of our deceitful self”. He regrets that the daily 
asceticism of going against the false self, an essential component of mysticism, has 
often historically been misunderstood as simply “going against self” without qualifying 
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which self we are to go against/die to.
510
 He warns that deficient experience of God’s 
love can instigate a destructive going against self that undercuts the healthy self-




We see this quandary in Ignatius’ thinking, where the self comes under considerable 
scrutiny. His life story details his very austere lifestyle. In The Exercises he provides 
rules for eating and abstinence to avoid gratification.
512
 He suffered terrible “scruples” 
over his past sins which, with the help of his confessor, he came to see was obsessively 
unhelpful.
513
 Ignatius advocated penance, including bodily chastisement, “sensible 
pain”, rather than anything which would cause “serious internal infirmity”.514 Despite 
Ignatius’ preoccupations with sin and self-abnegation, his theology is primarily self-
accepting. He held to a strong doctrine of imago Dei. Writing on the Contemplatio, 
“This is to reflect how God dwells in creatures... and makes a temple of me, since I am 
created in the likeness and image of the Divine Majesty.”515 Aschenbrenner concludes 
that the divine initiative is uppermost in the Ignatian method. The power to go against 
the false self is a mystical grace, God’s love seeking to transform our human hearts and 
world, which entails a necessary interrelationship of contemplation and mortification. 
Such mortification “is really an experience of God, not a repressive denial of self.” In 
this way The Exercises can bring us to “a new self”, discovered as we enter into the 




Talk of the false/new self invites the question of the standing of the ego, a term 
obviously not in Ignatius’ vocabulary. Using the four aspects of Leovinger’s ego model 
- impulse control, interpersonal style, cognitive style and conscious preoccupations - 
Mary Jo Meadow endeavours to illustrate how ego development parallels the concerns 
of the four weeks of The Exercises.
517
 In keeping with Croft’s hypothesis, impulse 
control relates to the conscience development and moral growth exhibited in Week One. 
Ignatius insists upon a thorough examination of the moral self, in all its disorder, and 
urges self control, in the knowledge of God’s loving goodness. “Growing out of self-
centred action... is the task of conscience development. It begins with managing grosser 
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impulses to damaging behaviour.”518 The Second Week involves developing a mature 
relationship with Jesus, which requires the exercitant to become increasingly 
responsible and mutual in relationship, as in Loevinger’s model. It also entails putting 
on the mind of Christ in other relationships.
519
 The third aspect of ego growth, cognitive 
style, “describes how we understand and react to our existence.” Growth requires a 
sense of paradox, tolerance for ambiguity and cognitive uncertainty, in which the taxing 
Ignatian Third Week provides an education. The retreatant shares in Jesus’ intense 
anguish and learns through suffering.
520
 In the final aspect of ego development, 
“conscious preoccupations”, the things we ruminate upon indicate what is important to 
us. This is the final “acid test” of the Fourth Week’s fruits. The grace sought, to enter 
into the joy of the risen Lord, calls for decreased emphasis on oneself and a change in 
the retreatant’s attitudes and aspirations. The Contemplatio summarizes the stance of 
centring one’s entire being in God.521 Whilst Meadow demonstrates a correspondence 
between psychology and Ignatian spirituality, such a direct mapping stretches this 
somewhat.  
 
Ruth Barnhouse makes an even more perilous case that Ignatius shares the same 
inheritance of Western individualism as Sigmund Freud, which she arguably claims has 
its source in Augustine.
522
 She draws many comparisons between the Ignatian and 
psychoanalytic methods of transformation.
523
 Ultimately, for Freud, the therapists task 
was complete when patients had achieved sufficient self-knowledge and self-esteem to 
free them from disordered attachments and neurotic guilt. Ignatius had a more cosmic 
perspective. For him, self-knowledge is accompanied by God’s grace. Reasonably, 
Barnhouse concludes that that The Exercises teach us how to avoid the selfish dangers 




Thomas Clarke makes a starker contrast between contemporary individualism and 
Ignatian Prayer, deeming the cultural narcissistic preoccupation with the self, 
psychological or spiritual, to be “a betrayal and caricature of genuine self-
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awareness.”525 However, he allows that there are moments in the spiritual journey when 
we need to risk focusing on the self. We see this in the intentions of Ignatius, a solitary 
pilgrim, who was led “to create an instrument through which individuals would be 
helped to lose and to find their unique selves. The Spiritual Exercises, as a paradigm for 
all Ignatian prayer, embrace this brand of individualism”.526 The First Week scrutinizes 
the particulars of my sinfulness, the Second Week calls for personal commitment and a 
deep sense of the uniqueness and value of the self is implied in the preparatory prayers. 
That unique self goes before Christ crucified for me in Week Three. Nevertheless, 
Clarke identifies safeguards in The Exercises against narcissistic self-indulgence: 
Ignatian prayer is dialogical in character, the self is always supported and challenged by 
truthful interaction with a significant other, whether human (the giver of the exercises) 
or divine. Furthermore, the Kingdom, Two Standards and Three Kinds of Humility 




Ignatian mysticism reveals a profound sense of love and intimacy with the triune God, 
who labours in the world and calls us to be a companion of Jesus in the work of the 
kingdom.
528
 God-centred, not self-centred, behaviour is the aspiration, yet the sanctity 
of the human individual is still affirmed. It is not ego-denial as such but, rather, the ego 
is displaced from the centre and finds its ultimate end in the service of God. In the notes 
on the Additional Directions, one reason Ignatius provides for penance is “to overcome 
self”, which corresponds to the purpose of The Exercises, stated earlier. Accordingly, 
Ivens comments: “Conversion is a graced process of personal integration”.529 In the 
same vein, Barnhouse maintains that Ignatian Mysticism shares the premise of 
psychoanalytic therapy, that undertaking The Exercises involves an integrating process 
within the self, which for Ignatius takes place with reference to God.
530
 In the Ignatian 
scheme, this entails the integration of our whole personality, all our attachments, so that 
they can be used for the greater glory of God. When our desires are directed towards 
God, when God is our greatest attachment, then we are in touch with our true Self.   
 
St Teresa of Ávila (1515-1582) was a contemporary of Ignatius. The summit of her 
instruction, Interior Castle, written for the nuns of Our Lady of Carmel “to solve their 
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difficulties concerning prayer”,531 was born out of reflections upon her own mystical 
experiences, “mystical theology”.532 It was “knowledge of God” formed in the soul at 
God’s initiative; a real knowing acquired through being receptive rather than active.533 
For Teresa, as Ignatius, the sole purpose of human existence is to praise and honour 
God. Giving God one’s whole self is an inward journey of increasing detachment from 
worldly things.  
 
The master metaphor of Interior Castle is the soul as a castle “in which there are many 
rooms” through which the soul may advance on this inner journey to the “chiefest 
mansion” at the centre.534 The door of entry is “prayer and meditation”.535 In the First 
Mansions, the soul is enamoured with sin. Much soul searching and self-knowledge is 
required before progress can be made.
536
 Knowing oneself means recognising the 
fallibility of our human nature and need of God. We know ourselves, in humility, by 
looking at God.
537
 Self-preoccupation, however, leads to false humility and depression: 
“so long as we are buried in the wretchedness of our earthly nature” we remain trapped 
in “the slough of cowardice, pusillanimity and fear.”538 Such a condition stems from 
lack of self-knowledge. “We get a distorted idea of our own nature... we must set our 
eyes upon Christ... from Whom we shall learn true humility”.539 Rowan Williams 
underlines the inherent paradox: “By directing the mind to the perfection of the self as 
an object in its own right it keeps one bound to the self; whereas,.. the point of real self-
knowledge is to become free of the self”.540  Williams concludes: “The first ‘mansions’, 
then, are the place where we are struggling to break free from obsessive and defensive 
concern with self”.541 
 
With the Second Mansions comes increased understanding.
542
 In the Third Mansions 
the soul has attained a high standard of virtue, practising acts of charity and penance. 
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Yet, “Without complete self-renunciation, the state is very arduous and oppressive”.543 
In the Fourth Mansions “we begin to touch the supernatural”. More by God’s efforts 
than the individual’s, graces are received in the form of “spiritual consolations”. 544 The 
Fifth Mansions mark a new high degree of infused contemplation, accompanied by 
increased emphasis upon dying to self: “Let us renounce our self-love and self-will, and 
our attachment to earthly things. Let us practise penance, prayer, mortification, 
obedience, and all the other good works”.545 In the Sixth Mansions, Lover and Beloved 
grow in intimacy. The soul receives increasing favours and afflictions, either exterior 
(sickness, misrepresentation, persecution), or interior (depression).
546
 Union with God is 
characterised by raptures, out of body experiences, visions and heavenly insights. There 
is “a notably intellectual, vision, in which is revealed to the soul how all things are seen 
in God, and how within Himself He contains them all.”547 Williams observes: “it is a 
stage in which the conscious, planning ego has completely lost control”.548 Teresa 
highlights three outcomes: “knowledge of the greatness of God... self-knowledge and 
humility... a supreme contempt for earthy things, save those which can be employed in 
the service of... God.”549   
 
The Spiritual Marriage occurs in the Seventh Mansions: The Lord brings his bride “into 
this Mansion of His... before consummating the Spiritual Marriage.”550 This secret 
union “takes place in the deepest centre of the soul... where God Himself dwells... the 
soul is... is made one with God... they have become like two who cannot be separated 
from one another.”551 The effect is “complete transformation, ineffable and perfect 
peace; no higher state is conceivable”.552 There is no more preoccupation with the 
“inner life”. The tension of the first mansion is dissolved. The soul is so absorbed by 
God that true detachment from everything is possible: “These souls... have no aridities 
or interior trials but a remembrance of Our Lord and a tender love for Him”.553 The 
legitimacy of this prayer experience is known by its effects. Firstly, there is complete 
“self-forgetfulness”, since the soul is so entirely employed in honouring God. Secondly, 
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a great desire to suffer provided it becomes a means of Christ’s praise.554 Thus, self-
denial, purgation and detachment, with the supreme goal of absorption into the divine, 
are embedded in Teresa’s method. Yet, she never polarised the active and contemplative 
life. The “goal is not simply ‘mystical’ union but a union in action with God’s 
involvement in creation.”555  
 
St John of the Cross (1542-1591), educated by the Jesuits, entered the Carmelite order, 
studying theology and philosophy before being ordained priest. St Teresa of Ávila 
enlisted him in reforming the order but he suffered persecution and imprisonment by 
those opposed to the reforms.
556
 His best known work, Dark Night of the Soul, is an 
exposition of the poem On a Dark Night, written during his imprisonment at Toledo, 
which portrays the Christian as a lover seeking divine union with Christ. In this mystical 
and philosophical work, John reasons that the soul must become negated of self before 
it can be filled with God.
557
 His earlier works focused upon the “Active Night, of 
Sense”; now he tackles the “Passive Night”, shifting from our own purging of our 
faculties to the purifying action of God.
558
 Despite being an apophatic theologian, 
John’s mystical theology is also a theology of experience.559 Peter Tyler writes: 
what John refers to as the ‘Dark Night’, is a place of the deepest existential 
anxiety and trauma. It is the place where we encounter our own nothingness and 
insecurity. Yet it is also the noche dichosa – the blessed, warm, Mediterranean 
night – when God reveals God’s self. It is a place of paradox.560 
 
The principal benefit of the dark night is the “virtue of self-knowledge” but, as with 
Teresa, it is not self-knowledge in the modern sense. John cites St Augustine’s dictum 
that self-knowledge leads to God-knowledge.
561
 Thus, “God will enlighten the soul, 
giving it knowledge, not only of its lowliness and wretchedness ...but likewise of the 
greatness and excellence of God.”562  There are two kinds of “dark night” corresponding 
to the two parts of human nature: the sensual and the spiritual.
563
 In Book I, John 
addresses the “Night of Sense”, initially by working through the seven deadly sins. It 
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comes to those on the Christian journey whom God desires to lead further. They have 
lost their love of worldly things, exercise some self-restraint and have gained a degree 
of spiritual strength in God. However, we cannot vanquish our disordered attachments 
through our own efforts; only the love of Christ can transform the soul.
564
 The night and 
purgation of sense in the soul is called “the way of illumination or of infused 
contemplation”.565 The more advanced “Night of the Spirit”, the subject of Book II, is 
for the few.
 566
 It may take years after being in the night of sense before the soul is ready 
to pass into “that terrible night of contemplation”.567 The dark night of the soul causes 
great suffering and darkness:  
the Divine assails the soul in order to renew it and thus to make it Divine; and, 
stripping it of the habitual affections and attachments of the old man, to which  
it is very closely united,... destroys and consumes its spiritual substance, and 
absorbs it in deep and profound darkness. As a result of this, the soul feels  




According to Williams, this annihilation of the self “involves an acute sense of 
rejection, humiliation and worthlessness, a sort of dissolution of the sense of self”.569 
Paradoxically, as the spirit endures this extreme purgation, God also illumes it with 
Divine light, although the soul does not realise, believing itself to be in darkness. The 
darkness continues for as long as needed.
570
 “This is naught else but His illumination of 
the understanding with supernatural light, so that it is no more a human understanding 
but becomes Divine through union with the Divine.”571 Thus the soul is purified, 
transformed and enkindled with love: “The spirit feels itself here to be deeply and 
passionately in love... in as much as this love is infused, it is passive rather than active, 
and thus it begets in the soul a strong passion of love.”572 The “dark contemplation” by 
which the soul ascends to the union of love is likened to a “secret ladder” of love 
comprised of ten steps. The final step “causes the soul to become wholly assimilated to 
God, by reason of the clear and immediate vision of God which it then possesses”. By 
this stage “there is naught that is hidden from the soul”.573 Divine union is referred to as 
                                                          
564
 Tyler, “John of the Cross,” 313. 
565
 John, Dark Night, 38. 
566
 John, Dark Night, 20. 
567
 John, Dark Night, 41-42. 
568
 John, Dark Night, 50. 
569
 Williams, Wound, 177. Italics original. 
570
 John, Dark Night, 59-61. 
571
 John, Dark Night, 78. 
572
 John, Dark Night, 68. 
573
 John, Dark Night, 87-98. 
75 
 
“Divine betrothal between the soul and the Son of God.”574 The soul cannot achieve this 
union without great purity and “detachment from every created thing and sharp 
mortification.”575 John was familiar himself with such mortifications but cautions 
against the “spiritual gluttony and pride” of going to vicious extremes.576 Equally, he is 
critical of those who strive to seek “spiritual pleasure and consolation”, as this goes 
against self-denial.
577
 There are two sides to St John of the Cross, intertwined, as 
Happold observes, he is the apostle of absolute detachment and absolute love.
578
 
Anything which gives reign to the ego must be eradicated, including the self, at the 
same time, “we are called at the centre of our being” to seek God’s love.579 It is 
certainly a creative tension.  
 
Modern Mystics 
From the seventeenth century, the mechanistic universe worldview of scientific 
materialism discouraged any intrinsic connectedness between humanity and God. The 
mystical tradition retreated underground, to re-emerge at the end of the nineteenth 
century.
580
 In this section, we have time to refer to just one noteworthy mystic.  
 
The Cisterian monk, mystic, poet, artist, writer and political activist, Thomas Merton 
(1915-1968), saw the eremitical life as a way of finding one’s true self in Christ. He 
advanced from a prodigal youth to being a “zealous, ascetic, world-despising young 
monk”, to a world-affirming, “man of love, of compassion, of presence”.581 His later 
books assimilate psychological and spiritual insight.
582
 A fellow monk wrote, “The 
journey to full human integration is what life is all about for Thomas Merton”.583 He 
centred the Christian life on contemplation. Solitude and contemplative prayer are tools 
for living in the everyday world.
584
 Entering into the realm of contemplation entails 
dying to the “false self”, an outward obstacle we worship instead of God, “in the 
tenacious need to maintain our separate, external egotistic will.” When we refer 
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everything to this false self we alienate ourselves from reality and God.
585
 This 
superficial, “empirical self”, which we commonly identify with the first person singular, 
stands in opposition to our “real self”, that “deep transcendent self that awakens only in 
contemplation”.586 Employing the language of modern psychology, Merton gives no 
credence to the ego, fully identifying it with the false self: “The creative and mysterious 
inner self must be delivered from the wasteful, hedonistic and destructive ego that seeks 
only to cover itself with disguises.”587 
 
God created us to be an individual self, giving us freedom to be real or unreal, true or 
false. “Our vocation is... to work together with God in the creation of our own life, our 
own identity, our own destiny.”588 Crucially, “The secret of my full identity is hidden in 
Him. He alone can make me who I am, or rather who I will be when at last I fully begin 
to be.”589 Self-knowledge and God-knowledge are inextricably linked: “If I find Him I 
will find myself and if I find my true self I will find Him.”590 God dwells in the depths 
of our being, “not only as my Creator but as my other and true self.” This has a Jungian 
resonance; God is found at the very centre of the Self and indeed is the Self.
591
 Dwelling 
in us, Christ becomes “our superior self, for He has united and identified our inmost self 
with Himself... a supernatural union of our souls with His indwelling Divine Person 
gives us a participation in His divine sonship and nature.”592 Those who have responded 
in faith to Christ’s love, participate in his divine nature. This is not an inseparable 
union; it is “an accidental union: yet... it is a mystical union in which Christ Himself 
becomes the source and principle of divine life in me.”593 
  
In his diary Merton expresses his one desire, “for solitude  - to disappear into God, to be 
submerged in His peace, to be lost in the secret of His Face.”594 The indwelling Christ 
precipitates a process of sanctification: “In perfect humility all selfishness disappears 
and your soul no longer lives for itself... it is lost and submerged in God and 
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transformed into Him.”595 Merton ventures further, using the language of annihilation. 
The essence of mystical union “is a pure and selfless love that empties the soul of all 
pride and annihilates it in the sight of God, so that nothing may be left out of it but the 
pure capacity for Him.”596 The quest for the true self involves dying to self, the selfish 
egotistical self. “In order to become myself I must cease to be what I always thought I 
wanted to be, and in order to find myself I must go out of myself, and in order to live I 
have to die.”597 Merton counters the worldview of modern individualism: “All sin starts 
from the assumption that my false self, the self that exists only in my own egocentric 
desires, is the fundamental reality of life to which everything else in the universe is 
ordered.”598 The monastic vocation demands complete self-renunciation. Monastic 




The contemplative needs to be detached in order to cease seeing oneself at the centre of 
the universe: “We do not detach ourselves from things in order to attach ourselves to 
God, but rather we become detached from ourselves in order to see and use all things in 
and for God.”600 This view of detachment echoes the Ignatian P&F; all things have the 
potential to be used in God’s service if we are one with God’s love. This includes the 
body, which is “neither evil nor unreal” and should not be despised or identified with 
the “false self”.601 In similar vein, detachment does not entail cutting oneself off from 
the world. Merton’s outlook developed from other-worldly monasticism to seeing the 
spiritual journey as more engaged with his fellow humans, finding his authentic self 
through spiritual freedom and God in all things.
602
 Upon finding himself and true 
freedom, Merton concluded: “I am the utter poverty of God. I am His emptiness, 
littleness, nothingness, lostness... my life is His freedom, the self-emptying of God in 
me is the fullness of grace.”603 Merton’s later interest in eastern religions did not modify 
his understanding of Christianity but opened up new ways of thought and experience 
that invigorated him.
604
 Merton is a complex character, whose views evolved over time. 
On the face of it, he was unambiguously anti-ego but he was also highly affirmative of 
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the deep/real self, which unites with and finds its purpose in Christ. It follows logically, 
that talk of annihilation refers to the false/ego self. 
 
Conclusion  
St Teresa instructs those in her charge: “it is to die for Christ, and not to practise self-
indulgence for Christ, that you have come here.”605 We have witnessed a divergence in 
what is understood by dying to self. Debatably, those, such as Eckhart and John of the 
Cross, who sanction destroying a sense of our own self, are going too far. Kellenberger 
identifies an inherent contradiction in the belief that the self needs to be obliterated: 
“one of the cognitive elements to religious humility... is a recognition of one’s relation 
to God.” This “requires that in one’s self-understanding one is a person or self in 
relation to God. Arguably, then... religious humility itself requires that one be a self.”606 
Predominantly, the mystics draw a distinction between the surface, “false self”, which 
many would identify with the ego (without necessarily accessing that language), and the 
inner, true self. Authentic spirituality affirms the true self, which is discovered and finds 
its vocation in God.  
 
There is merit in ascetic disciplines intended to purge the egotistical desires of the false 
self but masochistic practises amounting to bodily self-abuse are questionable. 
Kellenberger explains that the medieval world characterised humility as self-abasement 
but now it means being free of self-concern. Ironically, self-abasement involving self-
concern opposes religious humility and detachment.
607
 As St Teresa deduced, self-
preoccupation with self-perfection leads to a false humility and ties us to the self.  
Instead, religious humility and detachment necessitate a negation of the self that is a 
renunciation of self-concern, compatible with self-respect.
608
  
[D]etachment allows self-love when it is free of a self-concern that is self-
centred, as it allows self-respect free of such self-concern. Proper self-love... 
contrasts with... self-oriented attitudes that involve a hidden self-concern, like 
self-effacement and self-abasement. Self-hate also involves self-concern, for  
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Psychology and spirituality are not so opposed; both are concerned with becoming our 
true selves. This is corroborated by the possibility of parallels, however tenuous, 
between the Ignatian exercises and psychoanalytic theory. Ignatius, in particular, 
highlights the importance of the individual and the uniqueness of his or her journey, but 
it is not an isolated one. Judaeo-Christian teaching, as conveyed in The Exercises, is not 
world denying but affirms creation and sees humans as a psychosomatic unity. Instead 
of self-loathing, self-love is required, as Keating proclaims: “When you truly love 
yourself, you become aware that your true Self is Christ expressing himself in you”.610 
Over preoccupation with sin begs the question: does it lead to knowledge of oneself as a 
loved sinner or self-concern? Those like Ignatius and Merton, who understand 
detachment as indifference, where all things may be used in God’s service if our 
relationship with them is uncorrupted, have the most holistic view, in keeping with the 
doctrine of creation. If Christ is our greatest attachment, all else finds its proper place. 
As Williams concludes:  
The paradox of Christian mysticism... is that there is no detached divine absolute 
with which to take refuge. We may and must detach ourselves from all that 
keeps us from God: our sin, our fearfulness and false humility, our pride of race 
or family; but the God with whom we are finally united is the God whose being 
is directed in love towards the world, which we must then re-enter, equipped to 
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Chapter 4   
Self-Giving Love: Learning from Christian Doctrine 
Towards an Understanding of Personhood 
 
Introduction 
Moving on from the mystics, we come to the crux of the ego denial/development debate 
in a theological understanding of the self, which draws upon Christological and 
Trinitarian anthropologies. Social Trinitarians hatch a settlement to the dispute between 
self-affirmation and self-denial, between over identification with the self and spurning 
the self. Their development of a relational anthropology, utilizing the Cappadocians, 
unites the two poles. This chapter is directed towards this end and the locus is relational. 
We will discuss imago Dei, Christological kenosis and the Trinity, all with the view to a 
relational anthropology.  
 
Karl Rahner maintains that we cannot do theology without also doing anthropology 
because God has become one with us in humanity and “God’s own self, God in God’s 
tripersonal life,... God in God’s eternal life, has taken us into this eternal life that is 
God’s own.”612 Conversely, this chapter aims to demonstrate that true anthropology is 
reliant upon theology. Marc Cortez defines a comprehensively Christological 
anthropology as “one in which (1) Christology warrants ultimate claims about true 
humanity such that (2) the scope of those claims applies to all anthropological data.
613
 In 
other words, we look through a “Christ-centred lens” to see what it means to be a 
person. This entails affirming two important truths: Jesus is human and Jesus reveals 
true humanity.
614
 Thus, Christ is the one “in whom alone the meaning of personhood is 
fully revealed”.615 We look specifically at the concept of Christological kenosis to 
explore what it is to be both human and Godlike.  
 
Christological anthropology intersects with Trinitarian anthropology in the person of 
Christ. We embrace the social doctrine of the Trinity in this retrieval of a true 
appreciation of personhood. In agreement with Ury, and others, it will be argued that the 
formulation of the doctrine of the Trinity provided the historical basis for a conception 
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of person, properly understood. “[T]he trinitarian and christological controversies 
crystallized certain factors pertaining to personhood”.616 We shall see that the notion of 
personhood, as derived from Christ and the Trinity, is far removed from modern rational 
individualism. When anthropology is seen through the lens of the Trinity, as Spaemann 
argues, “persons” are interconnected human beings. The term persons stems from the 
heart of Christian theology.
617
 The goal of a biblical model of relationality is “a 
reciprocating self – fully and securely related to others and to God”.618 First, it is 
pertinent to our wider discussion to consider a broader anthropology within the 
narrative of creation and salvation history.  
 
The Nature of Humanity: Doctrines of Creation, Fall and Imago Dei 
The creation of human beings is the climax of the first creation story, “Then God said, 
‘Let us make humankind in our image, according to our likeness’” (Genesis 1:26). The 
imago Dei is intrinsic to our being: “it is the whole person, embodied and breathed by 
God, that images God.”619 The Hebrew term nephesh denoted the whole self, a unity of 
flesh and spirit.
620
 Precisely what imago Dei means in reality has been hotly debated 
among theologians, with views ranging from a spiritual/mental/emotional similarity 
with God, the rationality or “substantial” approach, to a more materialist, 
anthropomorphic understanding, to seeing human beings as God’s royal representatives 
on earth, in the manner that ancient kings erected statues resembling themselves, or 
even a combination of these positions.
621
 Janet Soskice criticises the historical emphasis 
on rationality as the locus for the imago Dei. By itself it is inadequate. It neglects the 
Genesis emphasis on physicality and it individualizes, whereas the Genesis narrative 
calls for more than one human being to image the Creator God in humanity.
622
 
Accordingly, the view adopted here, in keeping with the direction of this chapter, is to 
interpret imago Dei in terms of our capacity for relationship with one another and God.  
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For Soskice, it is collectively as “speaking beings” that we most image the God of 
creative address. Speech is a social gift and involves the reciprocity of love.
623
 
Catherine McDowell balances this horizontal standpoint with the vertical, making a 
solid case that to be created in God’s image is to be God’s kin or kind.624 The list of the 
descendants of Adam in Genesis chapter 5 begins by reiterating Genesis 1:26-27, that 
God created humankind in the likeness of God. Seth is then described as being in the 
image and likeness of his father, Adam. McDowell aligns creating with begetting: “the 
plain reading of the text suggests that Seth resembles his father simply because his 
father begat him. By analogy, humans correspond to God because God creates them.”625 
Metaphorically speaking, to be created in the image of God is to be children of God, our 
Father.
626
 Ury observes that in the Old Testament, a person cannot be understood in 
isolation, all human life represented dependence on another, whether God or human. 
The imago Dei is defined “with ontological relatedness at its base.” Relationship is at 
the root of being created in the image of God.
627
 William Dyrness adds that to know and 
transcend oneself and respond appropriately to others entails an imaginative self-
reflexivity. We are created in a dynamic set of relationships, reflecting God’s triunity.628  
 
From a New Testament vantage-point, the image of God finds its true expression in 
Christ, “the image of the invisible God” (Colossians 1:15). This supplements the 
Genesis understanding. Whilst humans are made in the image of God, we become more 
fully so as we grow in Christ: “all of us, with unveiled faces... are being transformed 
into the same image from one degree of glory to another” (2 Corinthians 3:18).629 We 
are formed into the image of Christ by the power of the Spirit.
630
 This work remains 
incomplete until the new creation: “By bearing the image of Christ who is fully God, we 
bear the image of God, which will be perfected in us in the eternal state.”631 For Shults, 
this eschatological orientation is bound up with the doctrine of the Trinity: “Imaging 
God has to do with sharing in the mutual divine glorifying, which for us occurs only 
through union with the Son in the Spirit, that is, through spiritual intensification of filial 
identification.” Like Christ, we should not seek our own glory, but lay down our lives 
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 In living the redeemed life, we seek to be true image-bearers in this 
broken world, by means of divine grace. Human endeavour is transformed as it 




In a survey of Pauline texts on Christ as God’s image, Craig Blomberg discerns an 
ethical/moral interpretation concerning the human embodiment of imago Dei. The result 
of being clothed with the new self, “which is being renewed in knowledge according to 
the image of its creator” (Colossians 3:9-10), should be a holy and righteous life.634 This 
is not at odds with a relational understanding since our conduct affects our relationships. 
“Love (or mercy) and justice, the communicable attributes of God, thus summarize the 
heart of the imago.”635 In similar vein, Shults finds the phrase “image of God” apt, 
combining all the intuitions that the nature of humanity must be ultimately understood 
in terms of an intrinsic orientation to life with God in the Spirit, disclosed in Christ, and 
that human goodness is tied up with responsible stewardship of its solidarity with other 
creatures.
636
 Balswick et al. argue for an understanding of the image of God “that 
enables us to participate in the life of the triune God and become more Christlike. From 
this standpoint the image of God is not only dynamic, but it is directional.”637 
 
Christ restores the divine image in us and its original purpose, marred by the Fall. The 
doctrine of creation informs us that the world comes from the free act of God: “God saw 
everything that he had made, and indeed, it was very good” (Genesis 1:31). The Fall 
reveals a truth about human nature. Rod Garner writes: “As an archetype or symbol of 
what it means to be fearfully human, Adam comes to us as the first ‘theological 
human’... he stands for all of us...  one who reflects the riddle of our lives since the 
historical emergence of consciousness and the moral capacity for good or evil.”638 
Whether Adam and Eve are construed as symbolic or historical figures, their 
disobedience is seen, in one way, as representing the sin of every human heart, the 
egotistical sin of pride, setting ourselves up as gods. The human race displaced God 
from the centre of the universe. According to Gunton, and others, idolatry is at the heart 
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of defacing the divine image.
639
 Zizioulas attributes the Fall to “the claim of created 
man to be the ultimate point of reference in existence (to be God)... viewed from the 
point of view of ontology, the fall consists in the refusal to make being dependent on 
communion”.640 Human beings are intended to mirror the self-giving mutual relations 
within the Godhead, but that ideal is distorted by sin. The severance in the primal 
relationship disrupts all relationships: with God, fellow humans, the created order and 
within oneself. Thus, there are two conflicting urges in life: one towards selfhood, 
individualism and separation; the other towards escape from the loneliness of self into 
something bigger, originating from humanity’s sharing in the divine life.641 Regarding 
people as inherently and wholly bad loses sight of our being made in the image of God. 
The doctrine of original sin, the notion that all humans are bound by sin, which 
Augustine developed in his theory of inherited sin, should be balanced with the doctrine 
of original goodness.
642
 Under the condition of sin we are still image-bearers, although 




Hauerwas notes, “We only learn what our sin is as we discover our true identity through 
locating the self in God’s life as revealed to us through the life, death, and resurrection 
of Jesus Christ.”644 The everyday reality of the doctrine of original sin is that humans 
are liable to self-centredness, often causing harm to others. We are incapable of 
changing fundamentally through our own efforts; we are dependent upon divine action. 
Christ enables humans to be redirected back to God. “For as in Adam all die, so in 
Christ will all be made alive.” (1 Corinthians 15:22)  Shults writes, “the material history 
of the Incarnation of the Logos... discloses the ultimate relational unity of the divine and 
human”.645 A Christian anthropology presents Christ as the transformer of human 
identity. The doctrine of regeneration by the Spirit of Christ of the individual identity in 




Locating this within the wider narrative of this thesis, the ego development/denial 
debate, calls for clarity on what it means for a person’s ego-identity. Shults explains that 
before the Spirit gives new life it “negates the ego-controlled sinful nature of the ‘flesh’ 
                                                          
639
 Gunton, Christ and Creation, 104-105. 
640
 Zizioulas, Being as Communion, 102. Italics original. 
641
 Happold, Mysticism, 40. 
642
 Shults, Anthropology, 190-197. 
643
 Jones and Barbeau, “Introduction,” in Image of God, 11. 
644
 Hauerwas, The Peaceable Kingdom, 31. 
645
 Shults, Anthropology, 88. 
646
 Shults, Anthropology, 78-79. 
85 
 
that is bound by sin. Only after dying to sin and to self is the Christian freed to new 
life.”647 This is not tantamount to annihilation of self. To make this clear, Shults 
reframes it in terms of the philosophical-anthropological concept of “exocentricity”. To 
be a self involves being centred outside oneself through knowing and being known by 
the other, whilst being centrally organized by the agency of the ego. Self-identity 
includes awareness of what I am not, as well as my relation to others. In knowing and 
being known by Christ, where the not-I is the presence of the Spirit, my identity as a 
self is transformed and inverted, newly composed by the Eternal not-I, who cancels my 
compulsion to create my own ultimate identity through the ego.
648
 In Jungian terms, it is 
the God-image at the centre of the Self, not the ego, which is the instrument of 
transformation. As Balswick et al. verify, being conformed to Christ does not entail the 
dissolving of our self. The self is distinctively maintained in relationship with Christ in 




Rahner emphases that God has created us out of nothing to be in partnership with God: 
“God has given us a freedom so that we can really and truly be God’s partners in God’s 
presence.”650 The purpose of human existence is a life “shared with the Word made 
human.”651 In this respect, God needs humanity; the Word become human is orientated 
towards his human companions and the whole human race is centred on Christ as the 
core of its meaning. In the historical life of Jesus, God’s innerness has been opened to 
us. To become part of his life is to become part of the eternal inner-divine life.
652
 Thus, 
“grace, the drawing of our being into the innerness of the divine life, is not an abstract, 
arbitrary divinization,” but “a concrete assimilation to Christ, a becoming part of his 
life.”653 We are drawn into the life of Jesus by the very fact of his incarnation, life and 
death; the whole world is shaped by Jesus’ existence. It is the essential orientation of the 
life of each one of us.
654
 Even if we reject this call personally, “it remains the most 
central constituent of our humanity.”655 Ultimately, the call to follow Christ “is the 
necessary unfolding of what we are in ourselves and always have been: those who are 
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destined in the deepest part of our being for life with Christ.”656 According to Rahner, 
then, relationship with Christ, and with the Triune God, is intrinsic to human nature and 
a fundamental aspect of human relationships. We turn now to focus upon differing 
understandings of divine kenosis. 
 
Personhood as Self-Giving: Christological Kenosis 
The word kenosis is a transliteration of the Greek noun meaning “emptying”.657 It 
comes from the description of Christ in Philippians 2:7, έαυτον εκένωσεν, “emptied 
himself”. Modern kenoticists interpret this in the specific sense that in the incarnation, 
the divine Logos voluntarily emptied itself, gave up or abstained from the use of certain 
divine attributes. They generally understand this to be a temporary divestment of 
powers for the duration of Christ’s earthly life.658 Oliver Crisp makes the distinction 
between “ontological” and “functional” approaches. The former is to do with the being 
of Christ: in the incarnation the Word abdicates certain divine properties. The latter 
view puts the emphasis upon the functions Christ performs, that the Word still retained 
his divine properties but did not exercise certain of them for a period of time, typically 
from conception until the ascension.
659
 Kenotic Christology emerged distinctively in the 
nineteenth century as an attempt to reconcile the historical Jesus with the classical 
doctrine of the Trinity and the eternal, pre-existence of the Son.
660
 The literal 
interpretation of modern kenoticists is challenged by other interpretations of scripture.  
 
Sarah Coakley charges the “new kenoticism” with appearing to make God weak and 
limited, endangering the capacity for divine transformative power, and failing to 
consider “the possibility of a ‘strength made perfect in human weakness’ (2 Corinthians 
12:9), of the normative concurrence in Christ of non-bullying divine ‘power’ with ‘self-
effaced’ humanity.”661 For Coakley power and vulnerability go hand in hand. She offers 
a defence of kenosis, which “embraces the spiritual paradoxes of ‘losing one’s life in 
order to save it’.”662 Likewise, Richard Bauckham argues that self-giving is integral to 
God’s nature; the incarnation is not a disinvestment of the divine nature but an 
expression of it. Christology is at its most profound when the divine identity includes 
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both exalted and crucified Christ; “when the Christological pattern of humiliation and 
exaltation is recognised as revelatory of God”.663 This line of argument will be pursued, 
but first we will paint some background to the new kenoticism, beginning with the New 
Testament. 
 
Philippians 2:5-8 is seen as the foundational text for the origins of kenotic Christology. 
These verses are generally believed to be an early hymn about Christ,
664
 which Paul has 
imported into his letter:  
Let the same mind be in you that was in Christ Jesus,  
who, though he was in the form of God, 
did not regard equality with God 
as something to be exploited,  
but emptied (εκένωσεν) himself,    
taking the form of a slave, 
being born in human likeness. 
And being found in human form,  
he humbled himself 
and became obedient to the point of death— 
even death on a cross. 
 
Paul urges the Philippians to have the same mindset as Christ. Gordon Fee suggests that 
Paul essentially makes two points: as God, he emptied himself by becoming human and 
as a human he humbled himself by becoming obedient unto death. In this way he 
demonstrated God-likeness (over/against “selfish ambition”) by assuming the form of a 
slave and he demonstrated true humanity (over/against “vain conceit”) by humbling 
himself in obedience all the way to the cross.
665
 The verb at stake for kenoticists is 
εκένωσεν, “emptied”, whether it is to be taken literally or understood metaphorically. 
Ontological kenoticists assert that Christ literally emptied himself of divine attributes in 
becoming incarnate. Stephen Davis favours this line, claiming that the verb requires a 
direct or indirect object: “any vessel that is ‘emptied’… must be emptied ‘of’ 
something.”666 This may be true conceptually, but not grammatically, since “empty”, 
being an ergative verb, can express a “middle voice”.  
 
Fee argues, on the basis of the parallel structure of the two sentences in verses 6-8, that 
the verbs are likely to carry the same sense in both instances, so they are best 
understood as having a modal relationship to the main verb in each case. The way 
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Christ emptied himself and humbled himself was by “becoming human” and “becoming 
obedient”. In which case, it would seem likely that the verb is intended as a powerful 
metaphor to express “what Christ did ‘as God’.” By comparison, 2 Corinthians 8:9, 
“For you know the generous act of our Lord Jesus Christ, that though he was rich, yet 
for your sakes he became poor, so that by his poverty you might become rich”, echoing 
the general tenor of Philippians, is seen as obviously metaphorical.
667
 Fee concludes: “I 
for one have some difficulty with the language of kenosis when applied to Christ in his 
Incarnation, if by that, on the basis of this text, we mean that the Son ‘emptied himself 
of anything’ in his becoming human.668 In variance to the NRSV, the NIV, KJV and 
Living Bible, translate εκένωσεν in Philippians 2:7 as “humbled” himself. Thus, kenosis 
can be identified with humble service. The notion of humbling becomes synonymous 
with emptying, understood in a metaphorical sense.  
 
An alternative “Adam Christology” interpretation of this passage, proposed by J. D. G. 
Dunn, sees Christ as the second Adam: what the first Adam failed to do, the second 
accomplishes.
669
 As a “Christology from below”, it rules out pre-existent son ideas and 
is not equitable with a kenotic line of argument in the modern sense.
670
 Coakley favours 
this non-pre-existent “ethical” interpretation of Philippians 2:5-11, based upon Dunn’s 
Adam typology. For Coakley, “the ‘emptying’ of v.7 is parallel to the ‘humbling’ of 
v.8; both take place within Jesus’ earthly existence, rather than the ‘emptying’ being a 
precondition of the earthly life”.671 Whilst adhering to Dunn’s position, Coakley gives 
credence to C. F. D. Moule’s “artful” reworking of the ethical interpretation, which 
remains committed to Christ’s pre-existence and full divinity. In keeping with other 
ethical accounts, Moule does not see the emptying as effecting Christ’s divinity, but 
pertains to his human non-grasping nature which is a distinctively divine characteristic: 
“Jesus’ ‘emptying’ is seen not just as the blueprint for a perfect human moral response, 
but as revelatory of the ‘humility’ of the divine nature. As Moule puts it: ‘...Jesus 
displayed the self-giving humility which is the essence of divinity’.”672 
 
Bauckham offers a further take on Philippians 2:5-11, which he regards as penned by 
Paul as a deeply insightful interpretation of Deutero-Isaiah’s suffering servant. Jesus is 
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the Servant of the Lord. Following the structure of Isaiah 53, “because the Servant 
humiliated himself, therefore God exalted him.” Essentially, “the career of the Servant 
of the Lord, his suffering, humiliation, death and exaltation, is the way in which the 
sovereignty of the one true God comes to be acknowledged by all the nations.”673 The 
pre-existent Christ did not consider his equality with God “something to be used for his 
own advantage” but “as something he could express in service, obedience, self-
renunciation and self-humiliation for others.”674 The emptying is the self-renunciation, 
in service and obedience, from the incarnation through to death. Bauckham identifies 
the central themes of the passage as the relation between high and low status; service 
and lordship.  
[T]he issue is not seen in terms of a contrast between divine and human natures. 
The question is not: how can the infinite God become a finite creature... the 
question is rather one of status. Can the one who inhabits the heights of heaven, 
high on his throne above all creation, come down not merely to the human level, 




The self-humiliation and obedience are the “repudiation of status... the voluntary 
descent to the place furthest removed from the heavenly throne”.676 The Philippians 
passage provides a fundamental Christological statement on the identity of God: “who 
God is – is revealed as much in self-abasement and service as it is in exaltation and rule. 
The God who is high can also be low, because God is God not in seeking his own 
advantage but in self-giving... Only the Servant can also be the Lord.”677  
 
The letter to the Hebrews is also particularly rich in kenotic language: “we do see Jesus, 
who for a little while was made a little lower than the angels, now crowned with glory 
and honour” (2:9). Also, “For we do not have a high priest who is unable to sympathize 
with our weaknesses, but we have one who in every respect has been tested as we are, 
yet without sin.” (4:15)  Fee stresses that, on the one hand the author is keen to express 
Christ’s deity and his absolute supremacy over all things and on the other hand, the 
absolute reality of Christ’s incarnation.678 
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In the synoptic gospels, Jesus is portrayed as a truly human figure, totally dependent 
upon God his Father and the Spirit. He is frequently engaged in prayer to sustain these 
enabling relationships (Mark 1:35). Jesus is not characterised as omniscient, either in 
infancy or adulthood, depicted as growing in wisdom and understanding (Luke 2:51-52) 
and not knowing when the end times would be (Mark 13:32). Fee identifies Luke’s 
gospel as presenting the most thorough-going picture of a ‘kenotic’ Jesus, beginning 
with establishing Jesus’ divine origins right at the outset with the story of the virgin 
birth.
679
 The conclusion to John’s prologue (1:14) clearly establishes that the eternal 
Logos became fully human. John’s narrative is peppered with illustrations of Jesus’ 
humanity: his family origins were accounted for (1:45-46; 6:42), he grew tired (4:6), he 
wept at the graveside of a friend (11:35). Jesus also engages in humble service, 
epitomised in the foot washing at the Last Supper. At the same time, John is clear that 
the truly human one has come from the father and will return to him.
680
 Before his 
passion Jesus prays: “Father, glorify me in your own presence with the glory that I had 
in your presence before the world existed” (John 17:5). The kenoticist philosopher of 
religion Stephen Davis takes this to indicate that Jesus once had divine glory and will 
have again but does not have it at the present moment.
681
 This deduction does not sit 
easily with the view, explored later, that the cross is the supreme moment of 
glorification for John.  
 
Stephen Davis is at pains to prove that kenotic theory fits with the “two natures” 
Chalcedonian definition. For Davis, the key lies in the distinction between essential and 
contingent properties. His kenotic theory of the incarnation runs along the following 
lines: Jesus Christ was “in the form of God” as the Logos and at a certain point in 
human history he voluntarily “emptied himself” of the divine glory and of certain other 
divine properties inconsistent with humanity. He then took on “human form”, assuming 
sufficient human properties to be truly human, while retaining sufficient divine 
properties to remain truly divine but “he did not assume those common human 
properties that are inconsistent with being truly divine”.682 Davis thus makes a 
distinction between what God can do as God and what God can do as a human being. 
Squaring this with Chalcedon, he asserts: “Jesus Christ has some properties as God and 
some as a human being. The Chalcedonic Definition itself seems to imply something of 
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the sort: ‘of one substance with the Father as regards his Godhead, and at the same time 
of one substance with us as regards his manhood’”.683 Davis’ claims to orthodoxy are 
not convincing. Firstly, the statement about certain “common human properties” not 
being assumed calls to mind Gregory of Nazianzus’ stern refute of Apollinarianism: 
“That which he has not assumed, he has not healed”.684 Secondly, as Oliver Crisp 
observes, it is very difficult to know where to draw the line between what constitutes 
contingent and essential divine properties.
685
 Thirdly, it goes against the notion of 
divine immutability.
686
 On the surface of it, no mention is made in the Chalcedonian 
Creed of the divine Logos becoming limited or being “emptied” of any divine 
properties.  
 
The German theologian Gottfried Thomasius (1802-75) was the first to articulate the 
new kenoticism in a systematic fashion. His statement on the person of Christ was 
heralded as the “classic form of the Kenotic theory”.687 For Thomasius, maintaining all 
three of the “basic pillars” of Christology: true deity, true humanity and the real unity of 
Christ’s person, required a self-limitation of the divine.688 Thomasius was clear that the 
kenosis of the divine Logos consists in “a divesting of the divine mode of being”. The 
Logos is reduced to a human form of existence,
689
 putting his kenosis firmly in the 
ontological camp. Thomasius insisted that the divinity of the Incarnate Logos was in no 
way diminished by distinguishing between unessential “relative” divine properties 
(omnipotence, omniscience, omnipresence), relinquished to a state of potency during 
the incarnation, and “immanent” properties (truth, holiness and love), essential to the 




Thomasius’ theory was soon followed by others, keen to correct perceived deficiencies 
in his argument. Wolfgang Friedrich Gess (1819-91) represents the more extreme end of 
ontological kenoticism: the relinquishing of all divine attributes in the incarnation. As a 
human soul, the Son gains consciousness of his divine identity and mission only 
through the course of human development and a life lived in complete dependence upon 
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God the Father and the Spirit.
691
  J. H. August Ebrard (1818-88) interpreted Christ’s 
kenosis as an exchange of his pre-existent eternal form for a temporal one. The 
incarnate Logos retains all his divine attributes but they are only available to him in 
proportion to the human mode of existence, for example, being able to work miracles 
within his own sphere of influence.
692
 Bishop H. Martensen of Denmark (1808-84) 
made a distinction between “Logos revelation” and “Christ revelation”. As the world-
Logos, the Son’s revelation is everywhere present. In the incarnation, that revelation is 
supplemented by the Logos becoming human. The kenosis consists in the self-limitation 
of the Logos in the man Jesus as the Christ revelation: the revelation of the Logos in 
limited human form. At the same time his revelation in nature is not diminished; the 




The debate on the continent was followed by a second wave of English kenoticists in 
the early twentieth century: Frank Weston, Charles Gore and P.T. Forsyth.
694
 Hugh 
Ross Mackintosh (1870-1936) rounded up the debate. Mackintosh was modestly 
sympathetic with Thomasius, contending that God’s display of love can only be truly 
appreciated by a kenotic model of Christ.
695
 Mackintosh asserted that the substance of 
his Christology had the same meaning as Chalcedon but in a different form. He 
maintained that his four non-negotiable axioms - i) the deity of Christ; ii) his personal 
pre-existence; iii) his true humanity; and iv) the unity of his person - can only be held 
together coherently by assuming real divine kenosis.
696
 Mackintosh stresses that the 
notion of the pre-existence of Christ crops up repeatedly in scripture. He cites 
Philippians 2:5-8 and 2 Corinthians 8:9 (both quoted earlier) as primary examples.  
Mackintosh concludes that the love embodied and conveyed in Christ was so great, 
“whose glory must be sacrificed or laid aside ere Christ’s earthly career had its 
beginning.”697 Despite this, the earthly Jesus had an “absorbing consciousness of 
himself... of God and himself as bound up together.”698 This is revealed in two aspects: 
his messianic role, in which he chose the cross, and as Son of God, which inspired his 
life-work.
699
 Mackintosh disputes Thomasius’ distinction between relative and 
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immanent divine attributes, considering all the omni-attributes as essential to divinity, 
despite the lack of evidence in the gospels that Jesus possessed such maximal attributes. 
He resolved the apparent conflict by suggesting a “transposition of divine attributes 
from a state of actuality to that of potency”,700 which he struggles to illustrate. It is hard 
to see how this differs from Thomasius’ solution for the relative divine properties. What 
is clear is that Mackintosh was not saying that the kenotic Christ merely refrained from 




It is evident that these kenoticists had their work cut out in articulating divine self-
limitation within an Alexandrian interpretation of Chalcedon, which placed an emphasis 
on the divinity of Christ. The kenotic movement gradually waned as it was attacked 
from the orthodox right and liberal left, the main complaint of the former being that it 
did not adequately account for the deity of the incarnate Christ.
702
 Recently, however, 
there has been a kenotic resurgence among a small group of theologians and 
philosophers of religion, including Hans Urs von Balthasar, Stephen Davis, Thomas 
Thompson, Ronald Feenstra and Stephen Evans.
703
 Rather than pursue these further, we 
return to Richard Bauckham to investigate kenosis as self-giving humility.  
 
Bauckham shows how God’s unique identity in Jesus is made known in the passion. In 
the fourth gospel, unlike in Philippians, the emphasis is not on exaltation after 
humiliation but for John the exaltation of the Servant of which Isaiah 52:13 speaks is 
“the whole sequence of humiliation, suffering, death and vindication beyond death... 
The Servant is exalted and glorified in and through his humiliation and suffering.”704 
Bauckham draws attention to John’s repeated passion predictions which state that the 
Son of Man must be “lifted up”. This carries a double meaning: it refers both to the 
crucifixion as a literal physical lifting up of Jesus from the earth and figuratively as his 
elevation towards heaven as the place of divine sovereignty over the cosmos. “When 
Jesus is lifted up, exalted in his humiliation on the cross, then the unique divine identity 
(‘I am he’) will be revealed”.705 In sayings such as, “The hour has come for the Son of 
Man to be glorified.” (12:23) which refer to Jesus’ death as his glorification, John’s use 
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of “glorified” relates to the heavenly splendour which other New Testament texts 
associate with the exalted Christ.
706
 Furthermore, John’s whole passion narrative 
simultaneously fuses the two themes of lordship and servanthood: “Jesus is the king in 
humility (at the entry into Jerusalem), the king in humiliation (before Pilate and on the 
cross), and the king in death”.707 Thus, Bauckham demonstrates that self-emptying need 
not entail giving up divine properties, rather, that the crucified Jesus belongs to the very 
identity of God: 
Here God is seen to be God in his radical self-giving, descending to the most 
abject human condition, and in that human obedience, humiliation, suffering  
and death, being no less truly God than he is in his cosmic rule and glory on the 
heavenly throne. It is not that God is manifest in heavenly glory and hidden in 
the human degradation of the cross. The latter makes known who God is no less 
than the former does.... In this act of self-giving God is most truly himself and 




The misplaced supposition of modern kenoticists that Christ had to rid himself of his 
divinity and power to become human, that he became who he was not, that is, just a 
good man, falls prey to the heresy of Ebionism. In addition, such a kenosis expresses the 
view that to serve others is to abandon yourself. On the contrary, dying to self is not 
about self-rejection but self-giving. By emptying himself in humility, by giving himself 
in love, Christ affirms his divinity. Self-giving is characteristic of the Godhead. It is 
essential to the divine nature. As asserted by Karl Barth, “God is always God even in 
His humiliation. The divine being does not suffer any change, any diminution, any 
transformation into something else”.709 Christ exercised divine authority through 
servant leadership. It is in service to others that Christ is supremely Himself. This is the 
personhood that Christ exemplifies. As Rahner affirms, Christ “becomes what he is 
meant to be in his humanity, in a true historical presence, only... through his being our 
brother and affirming our validity as others.”710 Likewise, in imitating Christ, we find 
our authentic selves by acknowledging the “otherness” of and serving others.711 People 
“find their own selves by serving... losing oneself in the service of others. Since this 
love seeks not self but God, and God’s world”.712 
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Rahner proclaims that without ceasing to be God, God makes a gift of self to the world. 
Love is possible only within the self-emptying of divine love into the world, “because 
God has descended into the world. From that it follows that our ‘ascending’ love to God 
is always a participation in God’s descent to the world.”713 The “descending love” of 
God means a “divinized world and Church.”714 Kenosis and self-giving, are essential to 
church and community life. According to Rowan Williams, Maximus the Confessor 
taught that human beings are “called to share in Christ’s human kenosis, responding to 
the divine kenosis... ‘By the kenosis of the passions, a man may make the divine life his 
own’.” Humans are destined to become by grace what God is by nature, achieved by the 
indwelling of the Spirit.
715
 The modern mystic Cynthia Bourgeault cites kenosis as the 
route by which Jesus makes “a radical shift in consciousness: away from the alienation 
and polarization of the egoic operating system and into the unified field of divine 
abundance that can be perceived only through the heart.”716 Bourgeault observes that in 
every life circumstance Jesus always responded with the same motion of self-emptying, 
or descent, “taking the lower place, not the higher.” She notes how spiritually 
counterintuitive this is; for most spiritual seekers the way to God is by ascent.
717
 
However, as Rahner spells out, the Christian who participates in God’s loving descent 




There is another route to center: a more reckless path and extravagant path, 
which is attained not through storing up that energy... but through... giving it  
all away. The unitive point is reached not through the concentration of being  
but through the free squandering of it; not through acquisition or attainment but 
through self-emptying; not though “up” but through “down.” This is the way of 





Colin Gunton widens the picture: “the self emptying of the eternal Son in the 
incarnation and passion is an expression of the love of the triune God worked out in the 
structures of fallen time and space.”720 According to Mark MacIntosh, von Balthasar 
concurs that Jesus’ self-offering upon the cross, his loving self-emptying, springs from a 
greater eternal self-sharing. It is the visible historical form of an eternal Trinitarian 
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giving way to the Other that is the very constitution of God’s self-giving life: “the 
‘primal kenosis’ of the Trinity ‘makes possible all other kenotic movements of God into 
the world’.”721 So, we now shift from a Christological to a Trinitarian anthropology.  
  
Personhood as Reciprocity: The Social Model of the Trinity 
The social, or communitarian, doctrine of the Trinity bestows a robust model for a 
Trinitarian anthropology and has profound implications for an understanding of 
personhood. We shall trace its origins and engage with some advocates and critics, 
although it is not possible to cover the whole field of Trinitarian debate. Predominantly, 
we will draw upon the social Trinitarians Jürgen Moltmann, John Zizioulas, Tom Smail, 
M. William Ury and Catherine Mowry LaCugna. The notion that God is both one and 
three is a paradox that has occupied theologians for centuries. The Early Church 
worshipped the Trinity long before the formulation of a Trinitarian doctrine of God.
722
 
The doxological and exegetical practices of the Early Church called for a doctrine of 
God that incorporated Jesus and the Holy Spirit.
723
 Ury, among others, highlights the 
persistence of two common heresies: tri-theism and modalism. The former view leads to 
three individual gods and the charge of autonomous individualism. The latter view 
derives from Sabellius, who argued that God comes to us in different forms at different 
times, like an actor with three different masks. God is ontologically one but functionally 
Father, Son and Spirit. Subsequently, the distinctiveness of the three disintegrates into 
mere aspects of the one.
724
   
 
As the church battled to define the parameters of belief, the doctrine of the Trinity was 
articulated against the double heresy of tri-theism and modalism. According to Ury, and 
other social Trinitarians, the Cappadocian Fathers (Basil of Caesarea, Gregory of 
Nazianzus and Gregory of Nyssa) engaged in the realm of Greek metaphysics to arrive 
at an ingenious solution to how God can, at the same time, have one essence and be 
three distinct persons.
725
 The social Trinitarian interpretation of the Greek Fathers has 
been historically brought into question by a growing body of literature by theologians 
such as Holmes
726
 and Coakley, who will be touched upon. Nevertheless, social 
trinitarianism, whether or not it is entirely faithful to the Patristics, is still favoured for 
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the trajectory of this thesis. The persuasion is that the Cappadocians devised a new 
ontology, centred on personhood, which revolutionised the philosophical and 
theological worlds.
727
 It upended the prevailing Platonic philosophy, in which “person” 
was not endowed with permanence since the soul was not united permanently to the 
individual.
728
 Prosopon, or persona, meant a mask that could be changed; an addendum 
to someone’s existence that had no bearing on one’s true hypostasis (substance/nature). 
There was no sense of the uniqueness of the individual person; persons were attributes 
of the polis. The era could be described as “pre-personal”.729 By contrast, the terms 
hypostasis and ousia (substance or essence) were ontological categories. Meanwhile, 
the church recognised Father, Son and Spirit as three fixed co-existent beings of the one 
God, not as roles or masks. LaCugna expounds the situation as follows: 
The basic formula of trinitarian doctrine achieved by the end of the fourth 
century, that God exists as three persons in one nature (mia ousia, treis 
hypostaseis), expresses compactly... what Christian theologians had concluded 
about the nature of theologia: The divine ousia exists as three distinct 
hypostastes. God exists as Father, Son, Spirit. This Trinitarian ontology is rooted 
in the self-revelation of God in the economy, in the person of Christ and the 




It is maintained that the Cappadocian Fathers established an ontological foundation by 
changing the term person from being movable to constant. They arrived at a unity of 
person with being by distinguishing hypostasis (a metaphysical term for an independent 
object with ontological weight) from ousia and attaching it to prosopon. Previously, 
ousia and hypostasis had been used interchangeably, meaning that which exists 
substantially. Now the Cappadocians brought about a clear distinction between the 
two.
731
 Zizioulas explains that by means of this interchange the term hypostasis became 
relational and the term prosopon became ontological. Hypostasis and prosopon became 
synonymous for “person”. God is of one substance, ousia, and three hypostasis; a divine 
nature and also eternally Father, Son and Holy Spirit. God can “be” and “be in relation” 
at one and the same time. “To be and to be in relation becomes identical.”732 Or, as Ury 
puts it, hypostasis and prosopon are entities “undiscernible apart from communion.”733 
Ury adds the divine persons are not just relations but “equally substantial 
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subsistents.”734 The distinctiveness of the three is distinguished by their relations of 
origin. The Father is the source of the Godhead from which the eternal Son and co-equal 
Spirit draw their existence. The Father is ungenerate and is the one, who out of love, 
begets the Son and spirates the Spirit.
735
 The social doctrine of the Trinity begins with 
the three but sustains the unity of the Trinity by the three persons, or centres of 
consciousness, remaining in unbroken relational communion. The very ground of being 
is personal: Father, Son and Holy Spirit. God is one by virtue of a common essence. 
Thus, as Spaemann attests, Christian orthodoxy settled on the formula “One being, three 
persons”. The persons have their reality in self-giving and self-receiving.736 
 
The German theologian Jürgen Moltmann shares the conviction about divine self-
giving. Moltmann’s doctrine of God evolved throughout his works, reaching maturity in 
The Trinity and the Kingdom of God,
737
 which will be our focus. He starts with “the 
history of Jesus the Son” to develop his historical/social doctrine of the Trinity,738 based 
upon the New Testament proclamation of the relationships of fellowship of the Father, 
Son and Spirit, which are open to the world.
739
 In the Synoptic gospels, Jesus’ messianic 
call begins with his baptism in the Spirit of God. John and Paul go back further to the 
Father sending the Son into the world, arising from the Trinitarian differentiation of 
God’s unity; “God differentiates himself from himself and yields himself up.”740 In a 
profound community of will, the Father lets the Son surrender himself through the 
Spirit; the Holy Spirit remains the link in separation. The loving surrender of the Son by 
the Father gives and suffers everything for lost humanity. Hence, Moltmann deduces, 
“God is self-giving.”741 The cross shows a pain in God which can be understood only in 
Trinitarian terms. God is forsaken by God: “In giving up his own Son, God cuts himself 
off from himself and sacrifices his own self.”742 
 
The cross remains central in Moltmann’s doctrine of God, which stands in continuity 
with, and takes as its starting point, his earlier work The Crucified God.
743
 Holmes and 
Bauckham observe that Moltman’s preoccupation with theodicy leads to dubious 
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assertions about the Trinity: “the Son’s sacrifice of boundless love on Golgotha is from 
eternity already included in the exchange of the essential, the consubstantial love which 
constitutes the divine life of the Trinity”, and “[t]he pain of the cross determines the 
inner life of the triune God from eternity to eternity.”744 This implies that the Trinity is 
contingent upon the cross.
745
 The sufferings of the cross and some form of evil become 
essential to who God is and eternalises God’s temporal experience.746 These are valid 
criticisms which remain unresolved, but Moltmann attempts to temper the dominance of 
the cross by proclaiming the eternal effects of “the joy of responsive love” on the inner 




The resurrection is also seen in Trinitarian terms. The Father raises the Son and 
enthrones him as Lord through the Spirit. Then, the risen Son sends the Spirit from the 
Father. Following the resurrection, the order of the relationship is reversed from Father-
Spirit-Son to Father-Son-Spirit. In the final eschatological consummation, the Parousia, 
it becomes Spirit-Son-Father. Thus, Moltmann decrees that the three persons of the 
Trinity work together with changing Trinitarian relationships, thereby challenging the 
conventional Western fixed pattern of Father-Son-Spirit.
748
 Moreover, when Moltmann 
ambiguously declares that eschatological processes also take place in God’s “essential 
nature”,749 it is unclear whether he means a change takes place in God’s essential nature 
or just in his relationships, and he veers into shaky territory.  
 
Importantly, for Moltmann, God is an open Trinity; the Trinitarian history of God is 
open to the world. Through the experience of the Spirit in faith, baptism and fellowship 
of the church, we participate in God’s Trinitarian history and future. Moreover, the 
Trinity is open for the soteriological purpose of uniting the whole of creation with 
itself.
750
 The Godhead is not an exclusive fellowship but one which draws others in. 
Bauckham describes it as a “dialectical trinitarianism”. Divine love is exemplified in 
suffering involvement in human history. “The Trinity is... a dialectical historical process 
which, by means of the son’s identification with all godlessness, godforsakenness... 
takes up into itself all human history in its negativity”.751 
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Moltmann defines the unity of the Trinity in terms of mutual fellowship. “The unity of 
the divine tri-unity lies in the union of the Father, the Son and the Spirit, not in their 
numerical unity. It lies in their fellowship, not in the identity of a single subject.” It is “a 
unity which preserves their separate character”.752 Moltmann has been charged with tri-
theism, the unity of the Trinity seeming to be volitional, not ontological. Moltmann 
responds to this accusation with the doctrine of perichoresis,
753
 which we will come to 
shortly. Moltmann rightly denounces modalism, though allies it with monotheism, the 
idea of God as an absolute Monarch.
754
 Moltmann contends that monotheism/ 
monarchism leads to authoritarianism.
755
 He declares, “It is only when the doctrine of 
the Trinity vanquishes the monotheistic notion of the great universal monarch in 
heaven, and his divine patriarchs in the world, that earthly rulers, dictators and tyrants 
cease to find any justifying religious archetypes”.756 Moltmann derives a non-
hierarchical basis for relationships from the Trinity.
757
 “The three divine Persons have 
everything in common, except for their personal characteristics. So the Trinity 
corresponds to a community in which people are defined through their relations with 
one another”, principally, “a community of men and women, without privileges and 
without subjugation.”758  
 
John Zizioulas, metropolitan bishop of Pergamom, also has a profound sense of the 
koinonia of God; God is personal fellowship. “The being of God is a relational being: 
without the concept of communion it would not be possible to speak of the being of 
God.” Effectively, “The substance of God, ‘God,’ has no ontological content, no true 
being, apart from communion... communion becomes an ontological concept in patristic 
thought... it is communion which makes beings ‘be’: nothing exists without it, not even 
God.”759 Hence, Zizioulas advocates a strong social model of the Trinity; each 
hypostasis is fully personal
760
 but to be a person is to be interdependent. God is one but 
relationally different. He notes, “Just like ‘substance,’ ‘communion’ does not exist by 
itself: it is the Father who is the ‘cause’ of it.”761 Love is “the supreme ontological 
predicate. Love as God’s mode of existence “hypostasizes” God, constitutes His being. 
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Therefore, as a result of love, the ontology of God is not subject to the necessity of the 
substance. Love is identified with ontological freedom.”762 Nevertheless, Holmes 
observes that Zizioulas’ ontology leads to a hierarchal ecclesiology, which is played 




Basing his anthropology on the personhood of God, Zizioulas stresses the fundamental 
difference between being a person and being an individual or personality (the qualities 
and experiences the self possesses).  Persons cannot be imagined in themselves but only 
within their relationships. A person is a “mode of existence”, “a revelation of truth by 
the fact of being in communion”. It is in and through this communion that a person 
affirms his or her own identity and particularity. There is the affirmation of otherness in 
and through love.
764
 Cortez summarizes Zizioulas’ Trinitarian derived personhood as 
having four vital principles: persons are i) ontologically fundamental, ii) constituted in 
community, iii) causally basic, that is, personhood is brought into being by another 




Taking divine inter-relatedness a step further, we arrive at the doctrine of perichoresis, 
or “mutual indwelling” of the divine persons. It has fairly elusive roots but can be 
attributed to Dionysius the Areopagite and John of Damascus and corresponds to the 
Cappadocians’ Trinitarian cyclical movement of glorification.766 Moltmann expounds: 
“The Father exists in the Son, the Son in the Father, and both of them in the Spirit, just 
as the Spirit exists in both the Father and the Son. By virtue of their eternal love they 
live in one another to such an extent... that they are one.”767 The divine life and love is 
communicated and circulated round the Trinity. It is unity in diversity: “the very thing 
that divides them becomes that which binds them together. The ‘circulation’ of the 
eternal divine life becomes perfect through the fellowship and unity of the three 
different Persons in the eternal love.”768 Miroslav Volf adds, “This mutually internal 
abiding and interpenetration of the Trinitarian persons... determines the character both 
of the divine persons and of their unity.” As such, “they do not cease to be distinct 
persons... Perichoresis is ‘co-inherence in one another without any coalescence or 
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commixture.’”  It is the fact that each person carries within it the other divine persons 
that makes it what it is.
769
 For Moltmann, the concept of perichoresis eliminates all 
subordinationism. Whilst the Father is understood as being the origin of the Godhead, it 
only applies to the constitution of the Trinity. Within the eternal circulation of the 
divine life the three persons are equal.
770
 In terms of developing a theological 
anthropology the doctrine of perichoresis encounters problems, since the divine persons 
and relations are mutually constitutive,
771
 as Volf cautions, “Because human persons 
cannot be internal to one another as subjects, their unity cannot be conceived in a 
strictly perichoretic fashion”.772 For humans the Spirit is the unifying factor.  
 
Smail observes that the personhood of the Son and Spirit are different because they are 
related to the Father in a different ways. The Son, “begotten” by the Father, is his 
personal partner and the primary object of his self-giving love. The New Testament 
does not refer to the Spirit in this way, instead, the Spirit is “the one in whom and by 
whom their relationship and their self-giving are effected.”  Countering Rublev’s 
depiction in his icon of the Holy Trinity, Smail wagers: “The Spirit is not a third, seated 
figure alongside Father and Son. He is rather constantly moving personal living energy 
passing from the Father to the Son and back again, not establishing an I-Thou 
relationship of his own with either, but rather constituting the relationship between the 
other two.”773 This remark seems inconsistent with Smail’s theology, which can 
otherwise be read to fit with Rublev’s icon. Son and Spirit are seen as “interdependent 
persons who together initiate us into the fullness of life that the Father has for us.”774 
The icon is not egocentric; the three persons are lost in each other in a perichoretic 
relationship, which is open to the world. Drawing upon the contribution of Heribert 
Mühlen, Smail includes an addendum to Augustine’s lover/beloved/bond of love 
analogy: The Spirit is not just another name for the mutual love of Father and Son; he is 
the personal product of that love and its bearer from the one to the other.
775
 Smail 
argues (countering the Filioque) that the Spirit is not the expression of the love of the 
Father and the Son, but rather “the being of the Spirit originates in the self-giving of the 
Father to the Son, and is further characterised by the responsive self-giving of the son to 
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the Father.”776 In a nutshell: “there is a giver, the Father, and a recipient, the Son, and a 
gift: and that Gift is personal, since what the Father gives is not just his love, but 
himself... The Spirit is the Gift of the Father’s very self to the Son.”777  
 
Whilst in the eternal life of God the Spirit is of the same being and in closest 
relationship to Father and Son, the Spirit is also a distinct centre of personal activity. As 
Ury comments, the church acknowledged the Spirit as a unique and equal member of 
the Trinity, having an active personal role in the economy of salvation.
778
 This is 
illustrated in the baptism of Jesus, in the characteristic shape of the divine life, in the 
dynamic interchange in loving self-giving of Father, Son and Spirit.
779
 Generally, the 
Spirit “is a person who hides his face, because his work is not to draw attention to 
himself, but to open us up to Father and Son.”780 It is the work of the Spirit to convey 
God’s love to us and to relate us to the Father and the Son. The Spirit is the primary gift 
of God to believers. He is not a passive gift but an active giver, a gift who gives the 
things of God to us; the “Giving gift”.781 This Gift is a person, retaining his own 
personal identity; “a subject, living, acting, loving, sovereign and free.”782 The actions 
of the Spirit are personal actions; as well as giving gifts, the Spirit is one who guides 
(John 16:13), restrains (Acts 16:6) and is grieved (Eph 4:30). John prefers the masculine 
noun παρἁκλητος to the neuter noun πνευμα but when he does employ the latter he uses 
the personal pronoun ἐκεινος with it. When the New Testament does use impersonal 
images for the Spirit - wind, fire, water - they are used dynamically to point to someone 




In conclusion, Smail affirms, “The mutual self-giving of the Father and Son in the Spirit 
is of the very essence of the life of God.”784 Even more emphatic, “God is self-giving” 
within the life of the Godhead and in relation to the world: Fallen humanity is redeemed 
by “the Son’s becoming human and offering himself on behalf of humanity in an act of 
utter self-giving to the Father on the cross, by which the Spirit of self-giving love is 
released into the world to remake men in their relationships to God and to one 
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another.”785 Thus, for Smail, personhood in the Godhead is constituted in kenosis, in 
self-giving. Echoing Zizioulas, Smail stresses that God in himself is love: “God is love: 
that love is lived out in the dynamic of an eternal divine self-giving, which has its 
source in the Father.”786  
 
Smail and his counterparts have their critics. Holmes believes the social doctrine of the 
Trinity to be a misappropriation of patristic trinitarianism. He blames the contemporary 
definition of personhood on a Romantic reaction to the Enlightenment concept of 
“person” as “individual intelligent substance” and “a fundamental sense of dislocation”. 
Instead of affirming the “personality” of each of the Father, Son and Holy Spirit, we 
should believe in “one divine personality”.787 Whilst reacting against modernist 
individualism is no bad thing, quite what Holmes understands by “personality” is 
unclear. As we have seen with Zizioulas, social Trinitarians themselves are wary of 
using that term. We would concur with Ury, that “the application of the modern 
philosophical/anthropological definition of the individual person to any of the divine 
Trinity is heretical.”788 Rahner too, identifies problems in using the concept of “person” 
in the doctrine of Trinity, which he fears runs the danger of seeing Father, Son and Holy 
Spirit as distinct in their essence.
789
 He arrives at another concept, “three distinct 
manners of subsisting”, to be used in conjunction with “person”, to help qualify what is 




Coakley also cautions against certain modern understandings of a “social” Trinity, 
which import notions of “person” beholden to post-Enlightenment forms of 
individualism, veering dangerously towards tri-theism.
791
 She turns to the patristic 
writings of Gregory of Nyssa to weigh them in the balance. Coakley’s chief goal is “to 
call into question a tendency to read Gregory’s trinitariansim solely in terms of the 
‘three men’ analogy, especially with the overtones of psychological self-consciousness 
or ‘individualism’.”792 A main contention is that the social model of Trinity starts with 
the “three”, whereas Gregory gives prime emphasis to the unity of the divine nature. 
Defensibly, Moltmann, Zizioulas and Smail do not fall prey to Coakley’s criticism as 
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their conception of personhood is not informed by modern individualism but by 
reciprocity. Neither would they dispute Coakley’s next point: “The ordering of causality 
in the ‘persons’ gives a logical pre-eminence to the Father... In this sense Gregory 
‘starts’ with this one ‘person’, as source and cause of the others.”793 Coakley 
distinguishes between “communion” and “community”, where the latter is understood 
as the coming together of individuals. Gregory uses the language of the former: “there is 
apprehended among these three a certain ineffable and inconceivable communion 
(koinōnia) and at the same time distinction (diakrisis) – which latter, however, does not 
‘disintegrate the continuity of their nature’.”794 The discussion on the meaning of 
hypostasis grows more precarious. In Coakley’s reading of Gregory’s definition, it 
“does not denote consciousness or self-consciousness... A hypostasis is simply a distinct 
enough entity to bear some ‘particularizing marks’”.795 Further still, “Gregory’s 
favoured analogies of the Trinity stress the indivisibility of the ‘persons’ and even a 
certain fluidity in their boundaries.”796 From a social Trinitarian perspective, it is 
arguable that Coakley becomes vulnerable to modalism here.  
 
Coakley identifies a strong apophatic current running through Gregory’s discourse on 
the “essence” of God. In particular, “the whole life-work of ‘ascent’ in Gregory 
culminates in noetic darkness”.797 Philosophically, for the Greek Fathers, the 
unknowability of God remains a core premise. There is a distinction between what God 
is in Godself (the immanent Trinity) and what God is in relation to others, God’s 
activity in salvation history (the economic Trinity). Moltmann, in tandem with Rahner, 
argues that this distinction between the economic and the immanent Trinity is a false 
dichotomy. God reveals himself as creator/loving because that is what he is in his 
eternal being.
798
 Hence Rahner’s famous axiom: “The ‘economic’ Trinity is the 
‘immanent’ Trinity and the ‘immanent’ Trinity is the ‘economic Trinity’.”799 Rahner 
contended that neo-scholasticism had made the doctrine of the Trinity an abstract claim 
about the interiority of God, detached from salvation history.
800
 For Rahner, our being 
taken into the historical, concrete life of Jesus of Nazareth is our “entry into the 
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blessedness of the triune, inner-divine life”.801 Similarly, for Smail, the life of God has 
been made transparent to us. The economic Trinity reveals the immanent Trinity: “he 
himself has come into our human world and shown himself to us and invited us to know 
him as he eternally is. For if the gospel does not show us God as he really and eternally 
is, then it is... a concealment and not a revelation.”802 Bauckham voices a legitimate 
concern that when the immanent and economic Trinities are collapsed together there is 
no Trinity behind God’s temporal, world history, for God to be who God essentially is 
independent of history.
803
 It threatens to make God a product of human history. Homing 
in on Moltmann, “By eliminating any distinction between the immanent and the 
economic Trinities and by interpreting the cross as a dialectical Trinitarian event, 
Moltmann identifies world history ‘in the history of God’ with the process of God’s 
own self-realisation.”804 
 
Contrary to Rahner, Moltmann and Smail, it is prudent to retain some sense of the 
apophatic, the ineffable mystery of the Godhead. However, from what is known of the 
divine life, the social model of the Trinity presents the best analogy for human 
personhood. The essential mutuality means that each person is totally self-giving and at 
the same time completely affirmed by the other/s. This loving exchange reveals the 
nature of true personhood. Identity and worth are discovered in relationship. The Trinity 
is not resembled by persons in the singular. Human beings are not constituted by the 
triune nature; God is triune and human beings are not. Rather, “to bear the imago Dei is 
to reflect the Trinity’s unity and uniqueness within our own relations with the divine 
and the human other. The relational life of the triune God is not represented within 
ourselves but among ourselves.”805 That is, in “full, mature and productive love 
relationships”.806 Whilst retaining the essential relational context, it is noteworthy that 
the “uniqueness of the individual person is a distinctly Christian phenomenon.”807 From 
a biblical perspective, the person came to be seen as an entity that was not tied to the 
social order; the Fathers’ use of prosopon meant an object with a unique being of its 
own.
808
 In sum, we are created to be in relationship with God and other humans in 
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relationships characterized by uniqueness, unity and reciprocity.
809
 We will now see 
how this applies to the Church and its mission in the world.  
 
Trinitarian Ecclesiology and Personhood 
Church culture has assimilated to existing society. Volf warns: “the worm of modernity 
is slowly eating away at the root of this will to ecclesial community; faith lived 
ecclesially is being replaced by faith lived individualistically, a diffuse faith that 
includes within itself the elements of multiple forms of religiosity”.810 Zizioulas laments 
that respect for one’s “personal identity” is the most important ideal of our time. 
Contemporary humanism “has succeeded in detaching the concept of the person from 
theology and uniting it with the idea of an autonomous morality or with an existential 
philosophy which is purely humanistic.”811 Communion is no longer constitutive of 
being; every being acquires an ontological status on its own merit. Thus, the notion of 
individuality is explained by “the rupture between being and communion.”812 Rational 
beings are seen as persons because they are sovereign ends in themselves. Postmodern 
society promotes a disparity with modern society in that the individual ceases to be a 
permanent category, adopting whatever persona currently appeals. The postmodern self 
lacks a stable inner core. In a consumer-orientated society, relationships are 
instrumental, superficial, lacking commitment or depth. Balswick et al. deduce that 




By contrast, a truly Christian concept of personhood holds to an ontological and 
relational understanding. The Cappadocian Fathers, as conceived, gave meaning to 
personhood as a distinct reality in relationship; we understand who each of the persons 
of the Godhead are in relation to the other. Personhood recognises both the dignity of 
the individual and primacy of community. The ultimate ground of reality is community 
and love, exemplified by the eternal communion of Father, Son and Holy Spirit. As 
Zizioulas corroborates, “It is only in relationship that identity appears as having an 
ontological significance”.814 Granted that the different relations of the persons of the 
Trinity constitute their particularity, Volf applies this anthropologically to conclude 
that: “each human being is constituted into a person by what in each case is a different 
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relation of God to that human being.”815 Hence, the social Trinitarian model is 
inconsistent with a loss of self or identity, which would be modalism. The individual is 
significant and is not to be absorbed into the collective, an error made by Christians 
concerning selfless love, as Rowan Williams highlights: 
[T]he trinitarian pattern tells us that divine act is not an eternal sameness at all, 
but relational act; so that the challenge for creatures is not the abolition of 
difference and the cancellation of the subject, but the subject’s growth into 
precisely that recognition of and enactment of the self’s reality in the other that 




Relationships are dependent on well-formed personal identities817 but, at the same time, 
we discover our identities in relationship. The perfection of divine and human love is 
not self-orientated but other-orientated. God creates us in his own image, “a diversity of 
persons, sharing a common humanity but endlessly different from each other.... his 
purpose for such distinct human persons should be for them to find their unity in self-
giving love towards one another”.818 Accordingly, Smail defines sin as “a refusal of 
self-giving”.819 In the Spirit, the Father and the Son give themselves to us, so that we are 
enabled to live a life in the same shape as the life of the triune God.
820
 Likewise, in line 
with Moltmann, Volf articulates a conception of personhood in which person and 
relation are complementary: “person and relation emerge simultaneously and mutually 
presuppose one another.”821 On this basis, “it is possible to conceive ecclesial 
personhood in correspondence to Trinitarian personhood... Christians are constituted as 
independently believing persons through their relations to other Christians, and they 
manifest and affirm their own ecclesial personhood in mutual giving and receiving.”822  
 
The communitarian doctrine of the Trinity needs to be re-instated as the foundation for 
Christian worship, fellowship and mission. It serves as a model to emulate, recognising 
the limits of the correlation. “Person” and “communion” in ecclesiology can only be 
taken as analogous to “person” and “communion” in the doctrine of the Trinity.823 God 
intends the Christian Church to be “that community of people who... have been enabled 
to share through Christ in God’s own life, and who... have begun to share their lives 
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with one another on every level.”824 We find ourselves by participating in the Church. 
In the unity of the body of Christ, the diversity of persons is affirmed and valued, as 
illustrated by 1 Corinthians 12 on spiritual gifts.
825
 We serve Christ’s Church and the 
Church serves us. Equally, Christ gives himself to us and we give ourselves to him. 
According to Volf, the church is made into a communion corresponding to the Trinity 
because “the Son indwells human beings through the Spirit... the unity of the church is 
grounded in the interiority of the Spirit”.826 One of the main functions of the Spirit is to 
create community. Smail writes, the Spirit “is the personal bond of unity of the Church 
who integrates people into the one life of Christ and so into one life with one 
another.”827 The Spirit is characterised by koinonia, “having in common, the sharing of 
a common life.” The English word “fellowship” fails to do it justice. Koinonia is the 
horizontal sharing of life among believers in conjunction with a vertical sharing of this 




Gunton emphasises the Spirit “makes possible individuality without individualism and 
community without authoritarianism.”829 Community is not collectivism: “human life is 
conceived... not as a collection of isolated atomic individuals, but as a community 
where the law of our being is worked out”.830 For Gunton, the church is “a society 
which exists in and for the rest of society as a model and creator of community”.831 
Frances Ward argues that Christianity shapes the soul of society to be corporate rather 
than individualistic. To see oneself as a member of a body means individual rights 
become less important than responsibility to the body.
832
 The concept of “equality” 
gains its real validity theologically; everyone is seen to be equal in the sight of God, 
regardless of their personal circumstances. The Christian conception of a society is 
based upon public service and impartial love of neighbours, regardless of status.
833
 The 
church has a mandate to exemplify the Trinitarian life both within its own walls and in 
its mission to the world.  
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Ian Mobsby, an Anglican priest with extensive experience of working with new forms 
of church, believes a deeply held Trinitarian theology and lived experience of the 
doctrine of the Trinity is essential for an engagement with our post-Enlightenment and 
postmodern society. “The Trinity shows us what both true spirituality and the real 
meaning of Christianity are all about”.834 This is recognised by the Emerging Church 
movement, whose values are informed by a Trinitarian ecclesiology, which shape the 
various aspects of church life: worship, community, inclusivity, diversity, discipleship, 
social action, creativity, hospitality and outreach.
835
 This is something for all churches 
to aspire to, to be spiritual communities reflecting the nature of the triune Godhead. At 
the same time, there remains a need for appropriate accountability, structure and models 
of leadership.
836
 Endorsing a Trinitarian relational model, Balswick et al. conclude: 
Progress toward becoming a mature reciprocating self is fostered best within a 
network of relationships characterized by unconditional love, grace, empowering 
and intimacy. The goal of the maturation process is to become a person with the 
capacity... to reciprocate each of these characteristics: to love and be loved, to 






A Christological anthropology reveals that Jesus is the perfect image of God and God’s 
intention for humanity is to become like Christ. A Trinitarian anthropology shows how 
we are conformed to Christ through mutual reciprocal relations with God, humans and 
creation.
838
 As Balswick et al. encapsulate in their relational understanding of imago 
Dei, “Theological anthropology suggests that bearing the image of God means living as 
unique individuals in reciprocating relationships with others. To be human is to be a 
particular being in relationships, distinct and unique, yet inseparably bound up with the 
other”.839 The word “persons” would be more fitting than “individuals” here. Cortez 
remarks, “few anthropological concepts are used more widely and with less clarity than 
that of the person.”840 We have sought to retrieve a theological concept of person, 
rooted in the social doctrine of the Trinity, to provide a much needed corrective to 
misguided ideas about the person, generated by the self determinism and isolationism of 
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our modern Western world.
841
 The failure of the self in relation to the other is a defining 
feature of our times.
842
 As Spaemann holds forth, persons are constituted by the 
reciprocating gaze of another.
843
 To be a person is inextricably bound up with being in 
relation. We are relational because God is relational. In the economy and eternal life of 
the Trinity, Christ models for us true personhood. “The mystery of God is revealed in 
Christ and the Spirit as the mystery of love, the mystery of persons in communion... 
Jesus Christ, the visible icon of the invisible God, discloses what it means to be fully 
personal, divine as well as human.”844 
 
Loving relationality requires that the ego is not self-serving but focused upon the other. 
“We were made by a God who is self-giving in himself, in order that he might give 
himself to us and that we might give ourselves to him and to one another.”845 The 
doctrines of kenosis and the Trinity disclose that God is self-giving by nature. Equally, 
the persons of the Trinity each receive from one another; their distinctive identities are 
confirmed through their reciprocity. The Triune God, who calls us by name, loves us 
and affirms our unique identities. Therefore, we can give ourselves to God and others, 
who hold us in being. We gain ourselves by giving ourselves. We find our true selves in 
relation to God and others. LaCugna reflects, “The doctrine of the Trinity is ultimately a 
practical doctrine with radical consequences for Christian life.”846 We have explored 
this in terms of ecclesiology; it now remains to deliberate upon Christian discipleship in 
daily life. Rahner sees following Christ as an active participation with Jesus’ life and the 
inner-divine life: “we must try to make our following of Jesus a conscious reality; we 
must exercise it and cultivate it; as we grow in this Christ-life that has been already 
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Chapter 5   
Christian Discipleship: Taming and Training the Ego 
 
Introduction 
We have journeyed far with the ego. In chapter one, we faced up to our modern/ 
postmodern identity: the hubris of the sovereign self and the narcissistic consumer self. 
The backlash to this woefully excessive self-affirmation in popular culture is self-denial, 
which fabricates an unhelpful dichotomy. We then explored psychology’s more realistic 
and holistic understanding of the self, its potential for self-deception as well as self-
development, learning that the ego is part of and accountable to a much bigger Self. In 
chapter three, we travelled further back in time to chart the Christian mystics’ denial of 
the self-orientated “false self”, in contrast to the true self, which connects us with the 
divine. Turning to the Christian Doctrine of God as Trinity, in chapter four, we found a 
model “par excellence” for human self-understanding; it is in relationship and being 
other-focused that we fulfil our destiny. Rowan Williams writes, “the heart of 
discipleship is bound up with the life of the Trinity; as we develop our understanding of 
the Trinitarian life of God... so we develop in our understanding of what provides the 
root and energy of our being disciples here and now.”848 Just as the Son gazes into the 
mystery of his Father’s love and enacts it, in heaven and on earth, “so we in our 
discipleship are summoned to gaze into the mystery of that infinite love and to seek to 
do that same eternal will”.849 In this chapter, we see how that contemplative awareness 
aids action. Irrespective of any shortcomings identified in chapters two and three, both 
psychology and spirituality have something valuable to contribute. Drawing upon their 
complementary insights, tools are offered for transforming the ego to function as God 
intended. We will consider the Jungian concept of the Shadow, Myers-Briggs’ 
personality theory, the spiritual disciplines of Contemplative Prayer and the Examen,  to 
ascertain that these serve as fruitful popular out workings of the scholarly material 
examined in chapters two and three.  
  
Peter Scazzero argues: “emotional health and spiritual maturity are inseparable.”850 
Some would disagree. We have surveyed various mystics, spiritual giants, where we 
find examples of rigorous asceticism, which spurned emotional props. However, the 
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accelerated climate of today, where life is measured in terms of productivity and 
outcomes, demands a more holistic perspective. We saw this in chapter one, where the 
postmodern fragmented self invites a mediating approach. The stresses of Western 
living are pervasive. Clergy “burnout”, for instance, is an ever increasing concern, 
arising where ministers have no boundaries and ignore their own emotional needs in an 
effort to meet unrealistic expectations. This thesis maintains that there exists a close 
relationship between psychological wholeness and spiritual holiness, emotional and 
spiritual health, without conflating the two. Spiritual development can be blocked by 
personality problems and certain personality issues need a spiritual perspective. 
Sanctification entails psychological progress.851 Shining the spotlight on the individual 
does not negate the conclusions of the previous chapter. Rather, as Mobsby observes, 
the health of a community depends upon the self-awareness of members within it. When 
unresolved psychological issues are projected onto the life of the community, churches 
can become dysfunctional. Psychological and spiritual wellbeing matters. “We seek to 
emulate the complexity of the perichoretic Triune Godhead by recognizing the 
interconnectedness of personal identity, health, church and spirituality.”852 A whole life 
approach to discipleship is essential.  
 
Next, we return to Jesus’ radical call to discipleship, where we began our journey. We 
now do so in the light of the material explored throughout the thesis, which links with 
and provides the themes through which we apprehend Christian discipleship. We will 
incorporate two further voices from the world of contemporary spirituality, Kim 
Nataraja and Brian Draper, whose positions resonate with the findings of this thesis. 
Nataraja, in particular, effectively marries contemplative spirituality and Jungian 
psychology.  
 
A radical call to discipleship: Denying the self 
If any want to become my followers, let them deny themselves (ἀπαρνησάσθω  
έαυτον) and take up their cross and follow me. For those who want to save their 
life (ψυχἠν)853 will lose it, and those who lose their life for my sake, and for the 
sake of the gospel, will save it.  (Mark 8:34b-35) 
 
Reading these challenging verses within the framework of this thesis affords some 
illumination. Jesus’ ultimatum is an uncompromising “wake up” call. For our purposes, 
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it begs the question: What exactly is the self Jesus asks us to deny? The Greek is 
rendered in the singular, “himself”, but commentaries consulted are silent on the 
intended meaning of himself. What is plain, as Cole remarks, is that the “me 
generation” cult of self-fulfilment is foreign to the gospels.854 So, we import an 
interpretation in the light of our deliberations. Granted the insights of chapters one to 
three, we might surmise that it is the self-serving, false self to which Jesus refers. 
Identifying entirely with our ego, or persona, creates a false sense of self. It is plain that 
the cost of discipleship is total letting go of that self. Cole writes, “The one who tries to 
live this life ‘for self’, who hoards it jealously and selfishly, will lose it. This is true, not 
only finally in the death that all must face, but moment by moment, for such selfish life 
is no true life... a refusal to accept this ‘death to self’, which is the bearing of Christ’s 
cross and following Him, is a spiritual death; whereas, by a divine paradox, spiritual life 
is to be found only by dying to self.”855 Fraser Watts observes that the Greek word 
translated as “life” is “psyche”, which infers mind-set as well as meaning physical life. 
The concept of metanoia, a fundamental change of mindset, is at the heart of Jesus’ 
teaching. To embrace new attitudes, old ones need to be abandoned.856  
 
Mark sees discipleship in terms of imitating Christ.857 Evans concentrates upon the 
message that the true disciple must be prepared to share Jesus’ fate: “For the first-
century inhabitant of the Roman Empire, taking up one’s cross would call to mind the 
condemned person carrying his cross to the place of execution... Jesus’ summons would 
have struck a somber, if not macabre, note”.858 To be a follower of Christ entails sharing 
in Christ’s sufferings as well as his glory. This is potently conveyed by the elemental 
sacraments of the Christian faith. Through the waters of baptism we identify with 
Christ’s dying and rising to new life. We die to the sinful self and take on a new 
redeemed identity, welcomed into membership of Christ’s Church. In the Eucharist, in 
obedience to Christ’s command, we recall the events of the Last Supper and Christ’s 
passion; they are re-actualized in the present.  
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As discerned in chapter one, the self-esteem movement and culture of narcissism has 
permeated the church, causing a shift from an ethic of self-denial to self-fulfilment.859 
Popular spiritual writers retort with the claim: “You are not your ego.”860 However, in 
the light of Jungian psychology, this should be restated as: You are not entirely your 
ego. The solution is not to shun the ego. The ego is a part of us, created to serve the 
larger personality within us. Self-realisation is not ego-centred. The Self beckons the 
ego towards it in the individuation process. As the contemplative and Benedictine 
Oblate, Kim Nataraja, explains it is about ego integration rather than annihilation: “The 
spiritual path is a journey of integrating Mind and Heart, the ego – our surface 
personality – and our deeper self, which is the centre of our whole being and the link 
with the Source of All.”861 Discovering one’s Self is a means to knowing God as a 
reality beyond the psyche as well as within it. We need to reconnect with the Self, “the 
eternal inside us and outside us.”862 
 
Like Rohr, Nataraja recognizes the important role of the ego in the first half of life, but, 
unlike him, she does not then dispense with it. The survival skills and wisdom of the 
ego are needed for dealing with the internal and external world. “We need an ego 
development that goes hand in hand with the growing awareness of the spiritual self”. 
This requires “a shift in emphasis from the ego to the self. We need an ego that sees the 
wider picture, a conscious centre that accepts unconscious material into its vision and 
sees itself as an integral part of the whole.”863 According to Nataraja, Jesus is a model of 
an “individuating ego”, in the Jungian sense.864 Both effort and grace are needed to 
effect a permanent transformation: “a dance of integration of the ego and its shadow, of 
the ego and the self, of the self and the Ultimate Reality.”865 The deeper self is a guiding 
force within; the “meeting ground with Consciousness of Christ”.866 We can return to 
wider consciousness by temporarily turning off the “ego-circuit”. This, allegedly, is 
what Jesus meant by “leave self behind” (Luke 9:23). Then we become conscious of our 
“interconnectedness with the Divine ground of our being.”867  
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The ego lives a limited existence, so Jesus calls people to abandon their ego-bound lives 
and follow him. Leaving behind the old self/life and embracing a new one is a constant 
refrain throughout the New Testament. The new life consists in changed belief, moral 
transformation, spiritual union with Christ and becoming part of his body on earth.868 
“Self” realisation entails our ongoing transformation into the likeness of Christ; putting 
Christ at the centre of our lives in place of our ego, then, through our Christlike centre 
our whole Self may be realised.869  St Paul declared: “it is no longer I who live, but it is 
Christ who lives in me.” (Galatians 2:20)  It is about saying “no” to ourselves and “yes” 
to Christ. As discovered in chapter four, our unity with Christ does not eradicate our 
personal distinctiveness. Smail stresses: “what Christ abolishes is the old rebellious self 
of my sinful independence. My distinct personhood continues into my new life in 
Christ”.870 The spiritual writer and speaker, Brian Draper affirms, “As we repent, and 
‘die’ to our incomplete, false self, we begin to awaken to the whole, true self we were 
created to be. And that self is very good.”871 Self-denial should not be interpreted as 
denying the existence of the self/ego but as saying “no” to our selfish instincts. The old 
self, corrupted by desires, wants to be a god. Self-denial involves learning to recognise 
the “me-centred”, vain self. Finding the deeper, true self, Christ in us, serves to displace 
the grumbling, greedy, fake self. It necessitates being unmade and re-made. The 
sanctification process strips away our accumulated false constructs and enables our true 
selves to emerge.872  
 
Genuine self-knowledge, “awareness of our total being and of the Divine within”, 
entails getting to know the ego and its motivations, whereas self-consciousness is more 
narrowly focused upon the surface thoughts of the ego and is detrimental to discovering 
the deeper self and transpersonal reality.873 We encountered this subtle difference with 
Ignatius and St Teresa. Timothy Keller provides further clarity: “the essence of gospel-
humility is not thinking more of myself or thinking less of myself, it is thinking of 
myself less.”874 The ego exists but it knows its place: “The truly gospel-humble person 
is a self-forgetful person whose ego is just like his or her toes. It just works. It does not 
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draw attention to itself.”875 This is possible when we find our identity and acceptance in 
Christ, not from personal successes.876 For Glynn Harrison, this generates a changed 
outlook: instead of “what’s good for me”, we seek the good of God’s kingdom; “as we 
remodel the plot-line of our lives around its beckoning destiny, we discover the 
liberation of self-forgetfulness.”877 Smail relates this back to our paradox: “when we 
subordinate... our own purposes to those of God and when we deny ourselves and take 
up our cross and follow, we do not lose but gain”.878  
 
As witnessed in chapter three, an attitude of detachment is required: “We need to purify 
the ego of its need for control and other desires.”879 Social conditioning and upbringing 
can cultivate false self-images, destructive to our true being. We become prisoners of 
the past, unmet needs and the ego. Detaching oneself from the ego creates distance from 
habitual defences to enable the self to respond with greater freedom.880 Draper issues the 
challenge to let go of the attachments that create a false sense of self: “at its most 
profound level, you have an identity to surrender, the image your ego has created on 
your behalf.” 881 The way of detachment frees us from our false self and fallen identity. 
Kellenberger upholds Christ as the ideal: “Christ as a paradigm of detachment had 
perfect detachment.”882 Cynthia Bourgeault offers a fresh perspective on what dying to 
self and detachment looks like. It is not characterised by aestheticism, abstinence or 
inner renunciation; the key thing Jesus models is not grasping after anything and total 
self-giving/self-squandering: 
Over and over, Jesus lays this path before us. There is nothing to be renounced 
or resisted. Everything can be embraced, but the catch is to cling to nothing.  
You let it go. You go through life like a knife goes through a done cake, picking 
up nothing, clinging to nothing, sticking to nothing. And grounded in that 
fundamental chastity of your being, you can then throw yourself out, pour 
yourself out, being able to give it all back, even giving back life itself. That’s  
the kenotic path in a nutshell. Very, very simple. It only costs everything.883 
 
As we learnt in chapter four, this way of kenosis is the vocation of believers. However, 
adding a rider to Bourgeault, there are occasions when it is appropriate to refuse our 
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desires, as Jesus himself did in the wilderness. We need a proper sense of self-denial, 
which requires practice. If we do not discipline ourselves we will lose ourselves and 
destroy our planet. We can starve the false self by practising spiritual disciplines: 
prayer, silence, fasting and charitable giving, so long as these in themselves do not 
spiral us into self-concern. The Christian life is the surrendered life. Draper insists: “we 
have to surrender who we think we are in order to discover who we always were. We 
have to lose our life (as we know it), in order to find it.”884 We are freed from egotism 
and status anxiety, when we know who we are, and act from the core of who we are, in 
love and service.885  
 
Discipleship concerns how we live our lives, being consistently in the company of 
Christ, through scripture, prayer and the life of the body of Christ, sufficiently free of 
the preoccupations of ego, in order to be open to what God is giving.886 It is “a 
trinitarian mode of life... a contemplative mode of life” which “overflows, in a mode of 
being and action in the world”.887 John’s gospel depicts discipleship as a continuing 
relationship of “staying” or “abiding” with Christ, hence Williams describes 
discipleship as “a state of being”.888 Central to this is “a state of awareness”, inseparable 
from “a sort of expectancy”, watching and listening to the Master, in order that the 
disciple may be changed.889 As well as paying attention to Christ, the most important 
spiritual discipline to be cultivated is that of ego/self observation. Draper notes it is not 
so much about escaping the ego as moving beyond it, transcending “the exclusive 
domain of the mind”, in order to monitor ourselves, “practically stopping to unplug, 
settle, notice the ego, become aware of your whole self, and nurture your sense of 
presence”.890 It is about learning to recognise the “whole, real, made-in-image-of-God 
self” to be nurtured, thereby facilitating change.891  
As we journey deeper into the mystery of our own being and doing, we will 
begin to grow.... we experience a qualitative change that may be subtle, almost 
invisible to the naked eye; especially if we begin at first to grow by subtraction, 
losing our attachments, laying down our ego-driven compulsions, putting to 
death our former selves. And so we must try to see our growth through the eyes 
of our heart, once more, and not the eyes of our ego.892 
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Tools for Transformation 
It is time to introduce psychological and spiritual practices which aid self-observation 
and serve to tame and train the ego to become more Christ-centred. They form part of a 
wider tradition of Christian virtues and disciplines for discipleship. The tools that follow 
have been selected because they are beneficial for developing self-awareness and are in 
the popular domain. It is important to present practices that are accessible to the laity, as 
we ponder the discipleship journey incumbent upon all Christians. At the same time, 
they emerge from the academic sources studied earlier, carrying the weight of spiritual 
and psychological orthodoxy. Thus, they do not fall prey to the errors that some of the 
“pop” psycho-spiritualities on the market, with more shaky foundations, are guilty of. 
We will also assess how these tools sit within the self-affirmation/self-denial paradigm.  
 
The Psychological Approach: Fostering Emotional Intelligence  
In chapter two, in addition to the Freudian and Jungian conceptions of the Self, we 
looked at the inauthentic versus the authentic self, aided by the concept of emotional 
intelligence, which places considerable responsibility upon the ego. Emotional literacy 
can be improved by fostering the relevant skills. Goleman foresees a day “when 
education will routinely include inculcating essential human competencies such as self-
awareness, self-control, and empathy, and the arts of listening, resolving conflicts, and 
cooperation.”893 In Britain there has been an emphasis on educating the whole child. EQ 
competencies continue to be fostered through Spiritual, Moral, Social and Cultural 
education, including Collective Worship and the wider curriculum. For adults, there are 
aids available such as the Emotional Intelligence Workbook, covering the areas of 
becoming emotionally aware, attitudes and assumptions, self-knowledge, 
communication skills, emotional control, coping with tiring feelings and specific 




In the Grove Booklet, Ministering with Emotional Intelligence, Colin Horseman argues 
for emotional intelligence to be both a resource and a qualification for ministry. He 
believes efforts should be made to apply the principles of EI to the selection, training 
and practice of Christian ministry.
895
 He views the principles of emotional intelligence 
to be in keeping with Christian theology, in particular, the notion of Personhood, 
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biblical Wisdom Literature, the example of Christ and the doctrine of the Trinity.
896
 In 
church life self and social awareness, self-management and constructive relationships 
are critical for church leaders and members, in the building up of the body of Christ. 
Self-control is listed as one of the fruits of the Spirit (Galatians 5:22). Horseman states 
that we will know emotional intelligence is beginning to be developed in the life of our 
church when people feel free to be honest about themselves and when we minister to 
one another to understand, manage and work with our emotions. “Empathy, forgiveness, 
honesty and love are easy, often-used words. When they are practised as much as they 
are talked about, the church will be being more true to the kingdom of God.”897 We now 
pinpoint two areas which increase EI, both of which have their origins in Jungian 
psychology. For our purposes, we have placed the Shadow and MBTI under the broader 
canopy of emotional intelligence, but they can be addressed on their own terms. 
 
Shadow Work 
In chapter two, we learnt that Jung saw the psychological shadow as an essential source 
of self-knowledge.
898
 Here we explore further the impact that the shadow can have upon 
daily existence, before specifying some ways of working with the shadow. The “shadow 
complex” is made up of the denied, rejected and subsequently, inaccessible aspects of 
the Self.899 The persona and shadow are in direct negative correlation; the persona 
serves to disguise and camouflage the shadow, presenting a respectable image to the 
outer world. The “law of psychic balance” necessitates that if desirable qualities fill the 
persona, the other side of the psyche relating to the inner world will contain the 
opposite qualities to the persona.900 The more idealised the persona, the more shadow 
work there is to do. Robert Bly describes the personal shadow as “The long bag we drag 
behind us”. It is as though we have had an invisible bag behind us since infancy. 
Throughout life, the parts of us which were disapproved of by our parents, teachers and 
significant others got stuffed into the bag.901 Stevens verifies: “[T]he shadow possesses 
qualities that the superego (the internalized parental authority) loathes and despises”.902 
Miller observes that people who grow up in a relaxed, open and accepting environment 
have fewer things to repress and do not develop massive shadows. Whereas those who 
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grow up in a restrictive atmosphere that is demanding, legalistic, tense and suppressive, 
have many things to deny and repress.903 In sum: 
The shadow is like a foreign personality – a primitive, instinctive, animalistic 
kind of being. It is the collection of uncivilized desires and feelings that simply 
have no place in cultured society. The shadow is everything we don’t want to be. 
Or rather, it is perhaps everything we would like to be but don’t dare. The 
shadow is everything we don’t want others to know about us. It is everything we 
don’t even want to know about ourselves and thus conveniently “forgotten” 
through denial and repression.904 
 
We may convince ourselves that we have safely buried our shadow selves out of sight 
and mind, but the shadow is not so compliant. We risk becoming split into two 
personalities, as the classic tale of Dr Jekyll and Mr Hyde illustrates. Dr Jekyll is the 
paragon of respectability in Victorian bourgeois society. However, Jekyll recognised 
that a lifetime of denying his baser passions would be intolerable. He conceived the 
person of Mr Hyde in order to give his instinctive self free reign, whilst keeping the 
reputation of Dr Jekyll untarnished.
905
 In William Golding’s, Lord of the Flies, the 
collective shadow becomes manifest, representing the taboos of a society.
906
 Golding 
depicts Lord of the Flies as “an attempt to trace the defects of society back to the defects 
in human nature.”907 The boys’ adventure tale is a parody of Ballantyne’s, Coral Island. 
The situation in which the boys find themselves appears idyllic. However, the dawning 
realisation that society no longer has a hold over them precipitates a descent into 
anarchy, suggesting that morality is not innate but conditioned. Unbridled savage 
inclinations result in the murder of Piggy and the saintly Simon. Simon recognised that 
the “beast” is no external threat but lives within the boys. When “the beast”, the 
shadow, is given expression destruction follows. At the end when the whole island is in 
flames and the cruiser appears, Ralph weeps “for the end of innocence, the darkness of 
man’s heart”.908 Ralph knows that the savagery on the island is but a microcosm of the 
war going on in the world. In both stories, those unfettered by moral restraint become 
governed by evil. 
 
Initially the shadow boasts deeds for the good of human civilisation and then the evils 
become apparent. Jung recalls the horrors which not only dictator states have brought 
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upon humankind but also the barbarities perpetrated by Christian nations throughout 
European history, including against indigenous populations during colonization. “It 
shows us a picture of the common human shadow that could hardly be painted in 
blacker colors. The evil that comes to light in man and that undoubtedly dwells within 
him is of gigantic proportions”.909 Jung laments that we regard ourselves as harmless 
and so add “stupidity” to “iniquity”. It is not that we deny that terrible things happen but 
it is always “others” who do them. Just as individuals foist their unrecognised shadows 
onto others, political bodies tend to see the evil in the opposite group.
910
 The shadow 
arouses in us strong emotions of fear, anger and moral outrage, by which to justify our 
actions. Stevens explains:  
At the core of the shadow complex is the archetype of the Enemy. Learning  
to live on good terms with ‘the enemy within’ means that one is less likely to 
project it on to other people... instead of controlling (repressing) it or running 
away from it (denial), the ego initiates dialogue with the shadow, and, by 
confronting it and making efforts to befriend it, enters into a hedonic bond  
with it, thus rendering its energy available to the total personality.911 
 
The Shadow is not necessarily evil in itself but it has the potential for evil when it is 
unharnessed or unrecognised. Jung asserts that we are individually and jointly culpable; 
we share in human nature and he implores us to take responsibility. “None of us stands 
outside of humanity’s black collective shadow.”912 Stevens concludes: “when... the 
shadow is acknowledged and ‘owned’, an important change comes over the personality 
as a whole: not only do we stop running away from our own aggressiveness, but we take 
possession of it, assume responsibility for it, and use it, one hopes, ethically.”913 The 
more we accept our imperfections, the more we are able to accept others in their 
imperfection and cease burdening them with our shadow.914 The Shadow, the dark side 
of us, concealed from the light, needs to be brought out into the open. Ironically, we 
spend the first two decades of our lives deciding what parts of ourselves to put into the 
bag, and the rest of our lives trying to extract them again.915 Every time we recognise a 
shadow figure we take away some of its power. This can be a painful but important 
process. “To suffer the guilt, shame, despair, and anxiety of restoring them to 
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consciousness is to take the first step towards wholeness.”916  The goal is not to destroy 
the shadow but to incorporate it within the wider personality, the Self.  
 
There are various ways in which we can become aware of and befriend our shadow. 
Identifying the kind of people we dislike, judge and criticize, or conversely, admire the 
most, can bring us face to face with our projected shadow selves. Since the shadow 
contains repressed material of what we admire and dislike, we may idealise people, 
forgetting they have a shadow, and then feel let down by them, or demonise them, 
overlooking their good side. Equally, other people can often see what we cannot about 
ourselves. We need humility to be receptive to their insights. “Freudian slips” of the 
tongue or behaviour also disclose our shadow. Dreams reveal the shadow by 
compensating for our conscious distorted picture of ourselves. In shadow dreams, the 
shadow usually appears as a person of the same sex, a threatening or repugnant 
character, perhaps giving the impression of being criminal.917 Such dream characters 
“pursue us past every obstacle, and into the blind alleyways and eerie basements of the 
mind.”918  Although the shadow is usually experienced as dangerous and hostile, not all 
shadow dreams are of the “fight or flight” variety. Shadow characters appear as our 
opposites, personifying neglected character traits. Dream work requires perseverance 
but can prove very illuminating. It should be kept in mind that dream symbols are 
personal to the dreamer. A number of books have been published offering a variety of 
approaches to dream interpretation.
919
 As well as listening to our unconscious selves, 
we can observe our conscious thoughts to develop greater awareness of our emotional 
reactions. The shadow self is exposed when there is an over-reaction to a situation. The 
spiritual practices of Contemplative Prayer and Ignatian Prayer, especially the Examen, 
are helpful for shadow work.  
 
In essence, this particular tool is more about taming the shadow than the ego but the ego 
has a key role to play. Someone with a very weak ego is in danger of becoming 
swamped by the shadow.920  Steve Shaw likens the ego to the chairperson of a 
committee. The shadow is composed of all the committee members. A well-run 
committee has the chairperson firmly taking the lead in consultation with the committee 
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members. In a very anarchistic shadow committee, the ego must bring about order.921 
Shaw adds that we do not do this in our own strength but by the grace of God, who is 
the final authority for the ego: “Only when the roots of our ego go down into and are 
nourished by this ultimate power will it have the authority to put our shadow characters 
in their place.”922  
 
Shadow work is, on the one hand, deeply self-affirmative, since it accepts the whole of 
our selves, however reprehensible. Equally, it calls for a denial, that is, a re-channelling 
of destructive, selfish shadow instincts. It is about self-transformation. To gain 
awareness of and begin to integrate the shadow is a mark of authenticity. We shift now 
from unconscious to more conscious mental processes in considering another Jungian 
based psychological tool.  
 
Personality Theory: Myers-Briggs 
Personality theory is a fitting way to explore and develop emotional intelligence, since 
it is concerned with internal, intrapersonal, and external, interpersonal, processes.923 A 
number of personality theories exist. We have already weighed the Enneagram in the 
theological/psychological balance and found it wanting in its disparagement of the ego. 
By contrast, Myers-Briggs theory requires a healthy ego. Whilst it can be categorised as 
a pop psychology, given its accessibility, Myers-Briggs has a solid theoretical base and 
is established upon extensive research. Psychological type theory was first devised by 
Jung to explain the normal differences between healthy people. Based upon his 
observations, Jung concluded that variations in behaviour result from differentiation in 
mental mechanisms, for example extraversion over introversion. People possess both 
but one will predominate.
924
 His book Psychological Types separated out differing 
functions and processes of behaviour. He believed that much of our mental activity is 





Independently, around the time of the First World War, Katharine Briggs became 
intrigued by the similarities and differences in human personality. She started to 
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develop her own typology before discovering Jung had already devised a similar system 
of psychological types. Briggs abandoned her own work and adopted Jung’s names and 
concepts, modifying and elaborating them.
926
 Her daughter, Isabel Myers, absorbed her 
mother’s fascination for Jungian typology. She maintained an optimistic view of human 
potential; her dream was for people to recognize and appreciate their gifts and 
understand and respect human differences. Working with her mother, she determined to 
devise a method of making the theory of practical benefit.
927
 Having no formal training 
in psychology or statistical analysis, the mother and daughter team self educated and 
Isabel apprenticed herself to Edward Hay, a qualified expert in the required tools of test 
construction, scoring, validation and statistics. The psychometric questionnaire used to 
determine a person’s psychological type, the Myers-Briggs Type Indicator (MBTI), was 
formulated,  refined and trialled on thousands of students. In 1975 publication of the 
MBTI was transferred to Consulting Psychologists Press and the Center for 
Applications of Psychological Type became a research laboratory of the Indicator.
928
 
Myers lifelong work was distilled in her book Gifts Differing, the work of three 
generations, also bearing the final stamp of her son Peter.
929
 The MBTI is now one of 
the most popular self-awareness tools available
930
, influential in all dimensions of life: 
marriage/relationships, organisations and work, the learning environment, church 
dynamics and spirituality. 
 
The theory is that variation in human behaviour is down to differences in mental 
functioning, concerning the way people prefer to use their minds.
931
 Preferences are 
inborn and type development starts at an early age.
932
 There are four preference 
dimensions, four basic pairs of opposites, made up of functions and attitudes. According 
to Myers, Jung identified four different functions: Sensing (S) and Intuition (N) as two 
opposite ways of perceiving, taking in information; Thinking (T) and Feeling (F) as two 
opposite ways of judging, making decisions. He identified four different attitudes, to do 
with the way we use our functions: Extraversion (E) and Introversion (I), corresponding 
to the source and focus of our energy; then Judging (J) or Perceiving (P), which indicate 
our preferred way of dealing with the external world.
933
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These eight fundamental patterns of mental activity are characterised briefly as follows: 
Sensers become aware of things directly through the five senses. Concerned with 
concrete, literal experience, they are observant of detail and prefer to handle present 
practicalities. By contrast, Intuitives seek meanings through imagination and insight, 
preferring theory and abstract thinking; the language of word, symbol and metaphor. 
They are focused upon the big picture and making connections. They use a “sixth 
sense”, indirect perception via the unconscious. Intuitives live for the future, imagining 
possibilities. 934 Thinking is an impersonal, logical, analytical process with objective 
truth and justice as its goal. Thinkers like to prove a point for the sake of clarity. They 
have a head over heart, business-like approach. In opposition, Feeling types make 
judgements based upon personal subjective values: heart over head. They are more 
interested in people and their feelings than the pursuit of truth; they need harmony.935 
 
Extraverts are directed towards the outer world of people and things. They are outgoing, 
friendly, sociable, talkative and accessible. They live life in order to understand it, 
giving breadth to life.  Introverts are directed towards the inner world of concepts and 
ideas. They give depth to life and are more private, needing space. They are often seen 
as shy and take longer to get to know. They cannot live life until they understand it.  936 
Judging types like to have things under control and dislike surprises. Systematic, 
structured, purposeful and well planned, ordering their lives and possessions. Judgers 
are decisive, follow through upon decisions, enjoy getting a task finished, meeting 
deadlines in good time. By contrast, Perceptive types prefer to keep options open. They 
dislike being pinned down and may fail to make a decision at all. Perceivers live for the 
moment and exhibit a tolerant, “live and let live” attitude. They go with the flow, 
aiming to miss nothing. They are naturally curious, spontaneous, flexible, adaptable and 
easily distracted.937 
 
The four preferences combine to determine sixteen different but equally valid 
personality types.938 We develop behaviour traits based upon the interaction of our 
preferences, or Type Dynamics.939 Normally we develop a dominant process found 
within the central letters of the personality type profile: S or N, T or F, which is the 
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“driving force of our personality”.940 The dominant process overshadows the other 
processes and shapes the personality accordingly; this was the basis of Jung’s 
“Psychological types”.941 The dominant process is absorbed in the world that interests 
us most and where we best function: for extraverts, the outer world, and for introverts, 
the inner. For balance, people need to develop the second, auxiliary process, identified 
as the other letter in the central pair of preferences, which takes the opposite 
orientation.942 If the dominant process is a judging function, the auxiliary will be a 
perceiving one and vice versa. In extraverts, the dominant process, being extraverted, is 
immediately apparent but in introverts the dominant process is introverted. Most people 
see only the side introverts present to the outer world, generally their second best. Thus, 
the success of introverts contact with the outside world depends upon the effectiveness 
of their auxiliary.
943
 The third, tertiary, preference is the opposite of our auxiliary. The 
least preferred, inferior, function is the opposite of the dominant.944 For example, for an 
INTJ, the dominant function is (introverted) Intuition, the auxiliary is (extraverted) 
Thinking, the tertiary is (extraverted or introverted) Feeling and the inferior is 
(introverted) Sensing.  
 
According to Jungian theory, the dominant function is the most conscious and the 
inferior function is closest to the unconscious and the most difficult to use in conscious 
life.945 As long as the conscious dominant function is in operation, the unconscious 
energy of the inferior function remains dormant. However, when the conscious energy 
diminishes sufficiently, the unconscious energy erupts and takes over the personality: an 
“in the grip” experience. The person behaves out of character. The inferior function is 
expressed in an uncontrollable and immature fashion; a caricature of a person with that 
dominant function, being exaggerated or extreme. Usually the individual is unaware of 
the change in themselves until afterwards.946 The inferior function should not be 
confused with the Jungian concept of the shadow: “the inferior function describes the 
form in which the contents of the Shadow are likely to appear.”947  
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Type Development is concerned with consciously and purposely developing our inferior 
and tertiary functions to avoid one-sidedness.948 Jung saw individual development as a 
lifelong process. In the first half of life energy is directed towards development of the 
dominant and then the auxiliary function. Later in life, the focus shifts to the less-
preferred functions, the unexplored potential. This is part of the midlife transition, the 
gateway to later life development. The task of the second half of life is to move towards 
full development of oneself.949 This does not mean equal development and use of all the 
functions. Myers-Briggs theory is about opposites, attention and energy has to be 
directed towards one in each pair of functions at any one time with an overall leader. 
The goal of type development is the ability to use each mental process competently as 
appropriate.950 “The result is a completeness of personality and a new flexibility in 
choosing which parts to draw on and express in different situations.”951 An interpersonal 
strategy also utilises the strengths of others with different preferences to us to 
compensate for our own deficiencies.952  
 
Our MBTI type reflects how we engage with the different components of emotional 
intelligence. Pearman links introversion and extraversion with intrapersonal and 
interpersonal arenas of emotional intelligence. Intrapersonal components of emotional 
intelligence include: self-awareness, self-regulation, emotional self-control, flexibility, 
motivation, achievement, resilience, well-being and stress management. Interpersonal 
components of emotional intelligence entail: demonstrative empathy, energy, social 
skill, tolerance, persuasiveness and leadership skills.
953
 Pearman then identifies how 
each of the eight functions, namely Sensing, Intuition, Thinking and Feeling, in both 
introverted and extraverted forms, are employed in the intrapersonal or interpersonal 
emotional intelligence arenas.
954
 To improve emotional intelligence, we can identify our 
typical patterns of using the mental processes and decide whether they are appropriate 
for given situations. If not, we can learn to use the less accessed functions for a more 
constructive response.
955
 To assist with this, Pearman offers emotional intelligence 
frameworks, including areas for development, for each of the sixteen types.
956
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There is some controversy over the idea of distinct personality types, particularly in 
academic psychological circles.
957
 Sometimes the criticism is levelled that it is pigeon-
holing people. In its defence, the MBTI is designed to be descriptive not prescriptive. 
People self-type according to individual preferences. Bayne notes that there is 
substantial evidence for the validity of MBTI theory but more on preferences than type 
dynamics.
958
 Lesley Francis comments: “The strengths of psychological type theory are 
that it is based on empirical observation, and that the profiles offered to individuals are 
a function of the way in which they have reported their type through the self-completion 
questionnaire.
959
 Francis points out that a psychological test needs to pass the criteria of 
reliability and validity. The family of personality tests of which Myers-Briggs is a part 




Being a self-report instrument, the MBTI is open to operator error. Questions could be 
answered according to how the person thinks s/he should be. It could be affected by 
someone’s mood or stress levels on the day.961  Whilst the theory is that we are born 
with our ideal type, type development may be skewed by background and the pressures 
and expectations of the environment. When parents fail to accept their children’s type 
and encourage them to be themselves, their type can become falsified.
962
 Myers notes 
that the strengths of each type are only apparent when there is adequate type 
development, requiring sufficient mastery of the chosen dominant and auxiliary 
processes. Otherwise people are likely only to display the characteristic weaknesses of 
their type.
963
 Where preferences have been sufficiently developed, provided the 
indicator is completed with care and honesty, it is likely to be a sound verifier of type. 
The person should know whether or not the “reported type” fits. If not, they can see 
which of the other type descriptions does and arrive at a “self assessed” best-fit type.964  
 
On balance, the MBTI is a helpful tool. It is not perfect but it provides a robust 
framework. Myers-Briggs theory fits with the psychological picture of chapter two. It is 
affirmative of the self, whilst calling for an honest self-assessment. Personality in itself 
is regarded as value neutral; it entails self-acceptance and growth, recognition and 
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management of one’s strengths and weaknesses. Type development requires a capable 
ego. It entails a conscious and concerted effort. However, Myer-Briggs is not just a 
navel gazing endeavour, it is also relational, recognising the benefits of working with 
others and how relationships can be helped or hindered. Self-denial may be in order 
when we need to adapt ourselves to situations in order to bring about the best outcomes. 
Sacrifices may be necessary in the service of others. This fits with a call to discipleship, 
also in terms cultivating self-awareness and the refinement of our personality. While 
Myers-Briggs is classified as a psychological tool, it has been applied to prayer life.
965
 
There is not the scope to explore that here; rather we seek now to fuse psychological 
insights with spiritual ones as we turn to spiritual disciplines to aid self-awareness. 
 
The Spiritual Approach: Fostering “Spiritual Intelligence”? 
Danah Zohar introduced the concept of “Spiritual Intelligence” into popular spirituality. 
Spiritual intelligence is used to find meaning and purpose for our lives and place them 
in a wider context. Zohar explains SQ is “the soul’s intelligence... that rests in that deep 
part of the self that is connected to wisdom from beyond the ego, or conscious mind”.966 
Noble as it sounds, caution is urged. Zohar offers guidance on finding our own “path” in 
preference to “the One Way, the One Truth, the One God.”967 From the perspective of 
this thesis, it is maintained that true spiritual intelligence is fostered not only in 
conjunction with the deepest centre of the Self but in relationship with the Trinitarian 
Godhead. Spirituality is rooted in a tradition and community, as Marie McCarthy 
asserts: “Authentic spirituality can never be an isolated, privatized, individual affair. It 
is always located in a particular community from which it derives flavour, character and 
efficacy.”968 Merton blames the spirit of individualism of the modern West for a 
disastrous outcome of Christian prayer: “The interior life of the individualist... closes in 
on itself without dread, and rests in itself with more or less permanent satisfaction.”969 
Authentic spirituality is not self-absorbed and self-serving but “includes the dispositions 
and disciplines of contemplative awareness, effective action in the world, rootedness in 
community, openness, non-dualistic thinking and action, and discernment.”970 With this 
in mind, we now focus upon two awareness practices; the first forms a thread running 
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through the mystics featured and the second derives specifically from the teaching of 
Ignatius. Both have found a foothold in current Christian practice.  
 
Contemplative Prayer   
Contemplation is the highest expression of man’s intellectual and spiritual life.  
It is that life itself, fully awake, fully active, fully aware that it is alive.... It is  
a vivid realization of the fact that life and being in us proceed from an invisible, 
transcendent and infinitely abundant Source. Contemplation is, above all, 
awareness of the reality of that Source.... in contemplation we know by 
“unknowing.” Or, better, we know beyond all knowing or “unknowing.”971  
 
Thomas Merton considered contemplation to be “the summit of the Christian life of 
prayer”.972 His writings made this ancient way of prayer accessible to the modern world.  
Contemplative prayer, or contemplation, is also referred to as “Christian meditation” or 
“the Prayer of the Heart”, where we recall that the heart is the organ of spiritual 
awareness, “the deepest psychological ground of one’s personality”.973 In 1991, The 
Benedictine monk John Main founded The World Community for Christian Meditation 
to promote the practice of contemplative prayer in our times. Main writes, “The really 
contemporary challenge is that we should recover a way of deep prayer that will lead us 
into the experience of union, away from the surface distractions and self-piety.”974 
These two monks, followed by other advocates, have been instrumental in reviving for 
today a practice that goes right back to the Desert Fathers.  
 
Merton notes that Macarius gave one of the earliest descriptions of the “prayer of the 
heart”, consisting “in invoking the name of Christ, with profound attention, in the very 
ground of one’s being”.975 The hermit St Anthony saw the repetition of this kind of short 
prayer as an opportunity to occupy the surface of the mind while turning our whole 
attention to the presence of God. He said: “The prayer is not perfect in which the monk 
is conscious of himself or of the fact that he is praying.”976 We encountered this too in 
the teaching of Cassian on unceasing prayer, which has served as a basis for Main’s 
approach.
977
 Keeping the name of Jesus ever present in the ground of their being, 
afforded the ancient monks a means of controlling thoughts and resisting temptation.
978
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In fact, Main sees prayer as entering into the prayer experience of Jesus himself. The 
personal experience of Jesus is the eternally present reality at the heart of every human 
consciousness. He elucidates, “The ultimate secret has been revealed: ‘...Christ in you’. 
In prayer we are not striving to make something happen. It has already happened. We 
are simply realizing what already is, by travelling deeper into the unified consciousness 
of Jesus”.979 In John’s gospel, Jesus invites us into a mystical union and confers on us 
the glory his Father gave him: “As you, Father, are in me and I am in you, may they 
also be in us... The glory that you have given me I have given them, so that they may be 
one, as we are one,
 I in them and you in me” (John 17:21-23). 
 
Contemplation helps us to connect with the deeper Self/God at the ground of our being. 
It enables us to become aware of ego motives and have a more enduring awareness of 
the true/real self.
980
 We seek “the deepest ground of our identity in God... a direct 
existential grasp, a personal experience of the deepest truths of life and faith, finding 
ourselves in God’s truth.”981 More simply, “we seek God himself present in the depths 
of our being”.982  For Merton, the aim is to become more conscious of the basic 
relationship between creature and Creator, “to come to know him through the 
realization that our very being is penetrated with his knowledge and love for us.”983 
Prayer is the doorway into a union of love. Draper affirms, “As we contemplate... and as 
we reach out for God, we begin to find union with God within. The witnessing presence 
that has been there all along is the witness of God; we see with the eyes of God.”984  
 
Merton explains all prayer is aimed at “purity of heart... a new spiritual identity – the 
‘self’ as recognized in the context of realities willed by God”.985 Thus, contemplation 
may be experienced as a “death”: “the self undergoes a kind of emptying and an 
apparent destruction, until, reduced to emptiness, it no longer knows itself apart from 
God.”986 Main articulates this paradox of discipleship: “We are led from depth to depth 
of purifying simplification until, having contacted the very ground of our being, we find 
the life we laid down and the self we surrendered in the Other.”987 This concurs with the 
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dynamic of the self-affirmation/self-denial resolution of the previous chapter. We leave 
self behind, participating in the dying of Jesus, in order to enter into the mystery and 
prayer of the risen Christ deep within our being: 
As we enter the silence within us... we are entering a void in which we are 
unmade. We cannot remain the person we were or thought we were. But we  
are, in fact, not being destroyed but awakened to the eternally fresh source of  
our being. We become aware that we are being created... springing from the 
Creator’s hand and returning to him in Love.988  
 
Prayer of the heart is a journey into silence, stillness, simplicity and listening. In terms 
of the how of contemplation, we need first to come to an interior stillness and silence, 
where silence is an absence of noise and thought. It means quieting the surface mind. A 
technique recommended to achieve this is the use of a prayer-word, known as a 
“formula” in Latin and a “mantra” in the East.989 The Cloud of Unknowing advocates a 
very little word, such as, Jesus or love.
990
 Main suggests maranatha, aramaic for “come 
Lord”.991 Alternatively, the Hebrew name for God, Yahweh, can be used, which sounds 
like breathing. The prayer-word functions like giving a dog a bone to stop it barking. 
We give the mind a word to keep it quiet. It is permissible to just focus upon the breath, 
a cross, candle, or icon instead. The most important thing is to still the mind so that it 
ceases to be involved with all the countless invasive thoughts which crowd it. It is about 
paying attention to God rather than thinking about God. The contemplative remains 
relaxed yet in a state of alert attentiveness. Essentially, it is not about method but 
attitude: “Faith, openness, attention, reverence, expectation, supplication, trust, joy”.992 
It requires humility, patience and a sense of our own poverty: “meditation should begin 
with the realization of our nothingness and helplessness in the presence of God.”993 
 
The identity of the ego is based on doing, whereas the identity of the deeper self is 
based on being.994 Historically, the active and the contemplative life have often been 
seen in opposition but, as Merton points out, St Benedict and Peter of Celles saw no 
such conflict.995 Contemplative prayer is not the preserve of the religious. Nor is it a 
self-indulgent, isolationist, escapist activity. Merton spells out the paradox: “The more 
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we are alone, the more we are together; and the more we are in society”.996 In actuality, 
“the way of prayer brings us face to face with the sham and indignity of the false self 
that seeks to live for itself alone”.997 Practitioners discover that contemplative awareness 
overflows into and influences daily life. “The all-important aim in Christian meditation 
is to allow Gods’ mysterious and silent presence within us to become more and more 
not only a reality, but the reality in our lives... which gives meaning, shape and purpose 
to everything we do, to everything we are.”998 The fruits of the being are revealed in 
doing: an increase in understanding, love and compassion in relationships. 
Contemplation becomes the root of transforming action, as Williams articulates: “we 
have got to grow into a mature stillness, a poise and an openness to others and the 
world, so that it can also be a transformative mode of living in which the act of God can 
come through, so as to change ourselves, our immediate environment, our world.”999 
 
The Examen 
Chapter three introduced The Spiritual Exercises of St. Ignatius. Here, we concentrate 
upon “The Examination of Consciousness”, or “Examen”, also linked with daily life, 
being an awareness review. It is a practical prayer method, now commonly included in 
courses on prayer. Ignatius developed it as a primary spiritual discipline. George 
Aschenbrenner declares, “The examen gives our daily contemplative experience of God 
real bite into all our daily living; it is an important means to finding God in 
everything”.1000 Ignatius called it the “Examination of the Conscience” but it is not a 
narrow moralistic tool.1001 For clarity, Aschenbrenner coined the now distinctive term: 
“Consciousness Examen”.1002 Aschenbrenner describes it as “a daily intensive exercise 
of discernment in a person’s life.”1003 The goal of the Examen is a discerning heart. It is 
traditionally carried out at the end of the day as a way of attending to God’s presence in 
everyday experience. It is also a means of ego-observation. This prayer exercise enables 
us to become more aware of the inner movements that affect us, concerned with 
noticing our moods and feelings, the impulses that underlie our actions. At the heart of 
the Examen, is the “discernment of spirits”. We become attuned to the movements of 
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the Holy Spirit and the “evil spirit” within us, that which is of God and that which is 
not. In each of us there are two types of spontaneity: towards God and away from God. 
Through the Examen we can sift our urges to ascertain their source and direction. In our 
deeper feelings God draws us to Himself, while the sinful nature and fallen world take 
us away from God. It helps us to become sensitive to and unafraid of our inner moods, 
accepting the whole of our Self, whilst aiming to live from the deeper level of the true 
self. The focus is on how God is moving in us and how generously we are responding to 
God’s love. First of all we need to come to a point of stillness, seeking an awareness of 
God’s loving gaze. Then follows five basic steps based upon the method given by 
Ignatius:1004 
 
1) Prayer for light: This is a prayer for divine enlightenment. We ask the Spirit of Truth 
to show us what God wants us to see. Timothy Gallagher writes: “we pray for deeper 
insight into God’s concrete workings in our day and into any interior movements 
opposed to those workings, so that we may act more surely in overcoming all that 
hinders our freedom for growth in our relationship with God.”1005 
 
2) Thanksgiving: We cast our minds back over the day, asking to see what we need to 
be thankful for and notice what emerges. We savour the experiences, allowing gratitude 
to take hold of us and express this to God. This leads to the realisation that all is gift.1006 
 
3) Review: Again we look over the events of the day, this time asking the Spirit to 
reveal where God’s presence has been in our life. We need to become attuned to our 
interior feelings, moods and urges: the God-inspired thoughts that offer spiritual clarity 
and the enemy-inspired thoughts (from the tempter or within the self), which lead to 
spiritual harm.1007 Ignatius employed the terms “spiritual consolation” and “spiritual 
desolation” to describe the uplifting or heavy affective interior movements: 
I call it consolation… every increase of faith, hope and love, and all interior joy 
that invites and attracts to what is heavenly and to the salvation of one’s soul by 
filling it with peace and quiet.1008 
 
Desolation is the opposite: 
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darkness of soul, turmoil of spirit, inclination to what is low and earthly, 
restlessness rising from many disturbances and temptations which lead to want 
of faith, want of hope, want of love. The soul is wholly slothful, tepid, sad, and 
separated, as it were, from its Creator...1009 
 
We look for where the spiritual consolations have been and where God might have been 
leading us through them, and also, the spiritual desolations and our response to them.1010  
We examine the evident thoughts and feelings, seeking to uncover their origin and the 
underlying attitude or area of un-freedom. Questions to facilitate the review process 
might be: Where was I drawn to/away from God? What was life giving/life denying? 
Where was I able to give and receive most/least love? We notice what stands out, for 
instance: joy, pain, turmoil, increase of love, anger, harmony, anxiety, freedom or 
isolation and whether the desires of our own hearts are in accord with God’s desire. 
When we become sensitive and serious enough about loving God, we begin  
to realize some changes must be made… He is interiorly nudging us in one  
area and reminding us that if we are really serious about Him this one aspect  
of ourselves must be changed.1011 
 
4) Asking for forgiveness: We begin to respond to God’s personal challenge to us. 
Having identified the particular area we need to focus our attention on, we engage in a 
colloquy with Christ. We express what needs to be expressed: praise, sorrow, desire for 
change, intercession, and seek forgiveness where needed without self-judgement. “Step 
four liberates, transforms, and joyfully energizes us when in praying it we move 
spiritually from our asking for forgiveness to an awareness of God’s response”.1012 
 
5) Help for tomorrow: “The examen in its fifth step is the prayer of spiritual 
progress.”1013 Ignatius considers his past experience with the future in mind. Aware of 
how God’s love is calling us to grow, we focus upon tomorrow as anticipated and plan 
how to respond to God’s call.1014 We commit the day ahead to God and ask for the grace 
we need: to see what God desires of us and to act upon it.  
[T]here should be a great desire to face the future with renewed vision and 
sensitivity as we pray both to recognize even more the subtle ways in which  
the Lord will greet us and to hear His Word call us in the existential situation  
of the future and to respond to His call with more faith, humility and courage.1015 
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There are variations on this five stage approach and it may be simplified when time is 
short. After practicing the Examen for a period, we might reflect on what this reveals 
about the larger pattern of our lives and what that suggests about our deepest calling or 
purpose in God. Gallagher writes: “The examen gives us the insight and freedom we 
need to respond to God’s leading in our lives rather than react unreflectively to the flow 
of daily events.”1016  Whilst the Examen demands discipline and effort on our part, 
essentially it is a work of grace, God’s gift to us.1017 In the Examen, self-examination 
takes place in dialogue with God. Faithfully practised, the Examen has the potential to 
be profoundly transformative. We begin to develop a greater awareness in daily life of 
the pretentions of the ego and the promptings of the Spirit and aspire to be free of all 
that hinders our journey towards Christ. Hence, it is “the prayer of continuing spiritual 
growth.”1018 The Examen is self and world affirming but, at the same time, it tutors us to 
recognise what should be denied in order to respond to God’s call upon our lives, for the 
greater glory of God. 
 
Shadow work, Myers-Briggs, Contemplative Prayer and the Examen are sound popular 
appropriations of the psychological and spiritual wisdom of chapters two and three. 
These self-awareness tools train the ego to respond to the Self and God, rather than 
operating unthinkingly within its own horizons. They are self-accepting and fault-
finding in their drive for authenticity. Spiritual enlightenment is best accompanied by 
psychological insight for transformation to be genuine. The Examen, for instance, 
requires emotional intelligence in tracing the course of our feelings. Self-observation 
and examination are critical. Mobsby emphasizes, “Christian discipleship, the call to 
contemplative action, is about facing the sins and thoughts that distort, through a 
balanced and contemplative spiritual life, sustained in the power and love of God.”1019 
We are simultaneously saints and sinners. We are justified by faith but God desires our 
sanctification, our becoming like Christ, which requires daily assent to God’s perfect 
will. Prayer penetrates our whole existence. Solitude and interiority should not be 
mistaken for individualism. “Genuine contemplative awareness” leads to “a deep 
immersion in the world.”1020 Loving well is the essence of true spirituality and requires 
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emotional maturity. A contemplative spirituality means not only being fully present to 
God but also prayerfully present to others.1021 
 
Conclusion  
Ego development or ego denial: Is there a Christian case for a healthy ego? It is time to 
pronounce a verdict. The answer is a qualified “yes”. To deny the ego its God given 
existence is to deny our unique vocation in Christ. However, it has been argued that the 
isolated ego, characterised by the extreme and expressive individualism of today, 
signifies a diminished understanding of personhood. The ego needs context. From a 
psychological perspective, the Jungian model of the Self is helpfully expansive; whilst 
the ego is valid, there is so much more to us than ego. We need to keep in view the 
greater and mystical Self. Happold correlates the psychological and spiritual: “Jung 
sometimes calls the self the whole, sometimes the periphery, at other times the centre of 
the psyche. It is... described in psychological terms, that faculty or organ of the psyche 
which the mystics call the spark, apex, centre, or ground of the soul. It is that in the 
personality through which man has contact with the Divine.”1022 Whilst some mystics 
seem to have no regard for the “ego” self, there is clear validation of what is variously 
termed as the deep, inner, real, or true self. It has been suggested that this deeper self 
corresponds to the centre of the Jungian Self. The possibility of a point of convergence 
between the worlds of psychology and mysticism is welcome. 
 
It transpires that ego development and ego denial are not mutually exclusive. The 
paradox is that the healthy, mature ego is one which has learnt to say “no” to its self-
centred demands; that it is not at the centre of the universe. It is less focused upon itself 
and more attuned to the guiding voice of the Self, the deeper self, wherein Christ 
dwells. The mystics looked at in chapter three have much to teach us about self-denial 
in order to discover the true self. Nevertheless, the ego must be disciplined not 
destroyed. As we learnt in chapter two, neither the ego nor the shadow can be split off 
from a person. The integrity and healthy development of the ego depends upon it 
remaining connected to the Self.  We come across the notion of the false self, the 
inauthentic self, in both the worlds of psychology and spirituality. We can deny the 
fallen/false self and affirm the authentic/redeemed self that is under the grace of God.  
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The ego development/ego denial paradox is recast in a new framework of relationality: 
you give yourself in order to find self. Self-affirmation and self-denial are not binary 
opposites. The dichotomy is thoroughly overcome in the social doctrine of the Trinity, 
outlined in chapter four. By analogy, it allows us to be one with God without confusion, 
whilst retaining our own identity. By abandoning ourselves in unity with God we are 
affirmed. We become who we are in relation to God. When we deny ourselves in order 
to relate properly to God, we find our true selves and deepest desire in Christ.  We are 
not an end in ourselves. We are destined for relationship not only with God, but also 
with our fellow human beings. Christ sets an example through his self-giving to the 
world and in the inter-Trinitarian relations. God abandons himself to us on the cross; we 
abandon ourselves to God and to one another and find ourselves in the process. The 
doctrine of the Trinity safeguards the sanctity of the individual. We do not lose 
ourselves permanently in surrendering ourselves to the Other, rather, the ego encounters 
the true self. This ideally finds its expression in church life. The Christian life is a 
common life, modelled upon the Trinity: “If church communities desire to become 
places of love, belonging, forgiveness, hope and justice, they will follow the values of 
the perichoretic Godhead.”1023   
 
In the “pop” spirituality we encountered in chapter one, a false dichotomy has arisen 
between the ego and the true self. This thesis has demonstrated that unless it has 
become purely identified with the idealized image and disconnected from the Self, the 
ego is not a false self. Granted, the psychological norm of ego, the total identification of 
the false self with the ego is detrimental to psychological and spiritual wholeness. The 
ego in itself is not the problem; it is more a question of whom the ego is serving. It 
becomes blinkered if serving its own selfish interests or “the enemy”, to coin an 
Ignatian term. The ego is part of the fallen self and can easily be led astray. The natural 
inclinations of the ego tend towards sin. The ego needs to be harnessed, transformed, re-
born, converted; for this we need a contemplative awareness to see the bigger picture. 
Retaining a Jungian picture, ego alignment (with the Self), not ego-denial, is the answer, 
where God is at the seat of the Self. Williams affirms, “If God is at the centre, we can 
only live and act from the centre of our reality (and so live and act with integrity) when 
we let that central action of God that holds us in being have free play in us.”1024 God 
desires for us to be at one with him and to participate in the divine life. Going further, 
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Keating asserts: “the mystical begins when the self is surrendered at a radical level to 
the activity of God, so that it can no longer be thought of as acting from a centre 
separated from God.”1025 The Christian life is not lived apart from God, nor is it self-
oblivion. It is the surrendered life. 
 
At the outset of this thesis, we witnessed the identity confusion experienced in the 
prevailing cultural climate. It has been contended that identity is not something to be 
purchased or fashioned ourselves but to be discovered in Christ, in the knowledge that 
we are created in the divine image. Identity is also forged in relationship with others. 
Daniela Augustine writes, “The path toward attaining the likeness of God demands the 
cooperation and alignment of the free human will with the divine will. It is a continual 
Christic transfiguration through sanctification of personal will and desires, in fasting 
from self... as an expression of incarnated love toward God and neighbour.”1026 To this 
end, practical psychological and prayer tools have been recommended to facilitate the 
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